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M ANY people have argued that the. man they knew as 
George Orwell was more important as a personality 
than as a writer, for what he was than for what he said. I 
suspect that time will reveal this opinion to he a fallacy, as 
it did in the case of Samuel Johnson, who, even when we 
tire of Boswell, remains solidly there as one of the most 
peculiarly significant writers of his age. Even in his least 
perfect writings Orwell still stands out as different from 
his contemporaries, yet no one reflects more clearly or 
more poignantly tile peculiar anxieties of the age in which 
he lived, lb speak for a generation without being typical 
of it is one of the marks by which we can tell the except 
tionai writers of any time — the writers who survive in 
the affections and memories of readers; if that is not 
enough, Orwell show's also that peculiar concern with the 
purity and intelligibility of the written language -which in 
England has been the mark of the great literary reformer 
from John Drydcn down to the present. 

Yet. fallacious though it may be to assume that Orwell 
or any other writer is greater than his works — for how 
else can the greatness of a writer better emerge than 
through his waiting? — the fact remains that those who 
knew Orwell have never been able to perform that act of 
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faith demanded by so many modern critics, to see the writ¬ 
ings isolated from the man. Always that gaunt, gentle, 
angry and endlessly con trovers] al image intervenes, if only 
xo remind one of how often his works were good talk 
turned into better prose. 

This fact explains the form of the present book. 1 had 
intended lg write a merely critical study of Orwell's books, 
but T found that until I had — as it were ■— exorcised the 
memory of the man by committing my recollections to 
paper, 1 could not approach his writings with any degree 
of objectivity. But once those recollections had been put 
on paper* they seemed to take their place naurally with 
the other aspects of Orwell which go to make up die four- 
sided figure that emerges in this book — the figure of the 
man as I (but not necessarily others) knew him, of the 
writer who built his major works around a single and en¬ 
during myth appropriate to the twentieth -century world, 
of the man of contradictory yet strangely consistent ideas, 
of the penetrating critic who turned his examination upon 
himself as well as on others and who in the process trans¬ 
formed himself by an almost conscious act of the will into 
one of the purest and finest prose writers of any English 
age. 

1 have made no attempt to produce a biography, partly 
because Orwell specifically wished that no such book 
should be written, and partly because I may well stand too 
near the subject to attain the objectivity such a work 
would demand. This beak remains, as it was intended to 
be, a critical study, rf one interprets that term in the free 
way Orwell himself would have sanctioned. Except for my 
own recollections and the letters which Orwell wrote lg 
me, I have been content to examine the writings of my 
subject and the published recollections of die sc many 
other people who knew him and were unable — even 
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when they were eager — lo escape From the influence of 
his personality. Like these others, I have written my intro¬ 
ductory section cm Orwell as I knew him cut cf a sense of 
inner necessity, but in doing so I think I have presented 
a sketch of the man a little different from any other that 
has yet appeared* and — more important — have exposed 
the attitude, affectionate but at the same time critical, 
which I developed towards Orwell a quarter of a century 
ago, and from which the rest of this book naturally devel¬ 
ops as a multifaceted study of an author seen against a 
political and literary background which he and I, as dissi¬ 
dent members of the literary left of the 1930’s and 1940*5, 
to a great degree shared. 
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The Man Remembered 


W HEN I remember George Orwell, I gee again the 
long, lined face that so often reminded one not of a 
living person, but of a character out of fiction. It was the 
nearest I had seen in real life to tile imagined features of 
Don Quixote, and the rest of the figure went with the face. 
For Orwell, was a tall, thin, angular man, with worn 
Gothic features accentuated by the deep vertical furrows 
that ran down the checks and across the comers of the 
moudi. The dimness of his lips was emphasized by a very 
narrow line of dark moustache; it seemed a hard, almost 
cruel mouth until he smiled, and then an expression of 
unexpected kindliness would irradiate his whole face. The 
general gauntness of his looks was accentuated by the 
deep sockets from which his eyes looked out, always 
rather sadlv. In contrast to the fragile, worn-down look of 
the rest of him, his hair grew upward into a kind of brown 
crest, vigorous and until the end untouched by gray* 

The resemblance to Don Quixote was appropriate, for 
in many ways Orwell can only be understood as an essen¬ 
tially quixotic man. He regretted die fading of a past soci¬ 
ety which, for all its faults, seemed to him more generous 
and colorful than the present. He defended, passionately 
and as a matter of principle, unpopular causes. Often 
without regard for reason, he would strike out against 
anything that offended his conceptions of right, justice or 
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decency, yet, as many who crossed lance| with him had 
reason to know, he could be a very chivalrous Opponent, 
impelled by a sense of fair play that would lead him to the 
public recantation of accusations he hud eventually de¬ 
cided were unfair. In his own way he was a man of the 
left, but he attacked Its holy images as fervently as he did 
those n£ the Tight And however much be might on occa¬ 
sion find himself in uneasy and temporary alliance with 
o Liters,. he was — In the end — as much a man in Isola¬ 
tion as Don Quixote, His was die isolation of every man 
who seeks the truth diligently, no matter how unpleasant 
its implications may be to others or even to himself. 

But Don Quixote and Saudio Panza are, as Orwell him¬ 
self pointed out, inseparable companions. In his essay on 
comic postcards, 'Ti c Art of Donald McGill,'" 1 he put to his 
readers Lhe questioni “If you look into your own mind, 
which ate you, Don Quixote or Sanclio Panza?” He did not 
wait for an answer; he continued; 

Almost certainly you arc both. There is one part of you that 
wishes to be a he™ or a saint, hut another part of you is a little 
fat man who sees very clearly the advantages of staying alive 
with a whole skin. He is your unofficial self,: the voice of the 
belly protesting against the soul. His tastes lie towards safety,, 
soft beds, no vvtirk, pots of beer and women with lH voluptuous" 
figures. He it is who punctures your fine attitudes and urges 
you to look after Number One., to be unfaithful to your wife, 
to bilk your debts., and so on and so forth. Whether you allow 
yourself to be influenced by him as a different question. 

By and large, Orwell did not let himself be greatly influ¬ 
enced by the little fat man ■within„ at least in Lhe grosser 
ways which he outlined in his essay, but there was in his 
work, and In bis conversation, a concern for the substance 
and texture and above all the smell of physical life Which 
certainly belonged far more in Lhe province of' Sancho 
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fanza than in that of Don Quixote. This is one way of 
saying that Orwell, like Walt Whitman and William 
Blake, tended to be somewhat proudly a man of contradic¬ 
tions, and the simultaneous presence in his nature of the 
Don and Sancho gave his personality a fascinating and 
slightly enigmatic originality that has led since his death 
to something approaching an Orwell cuit, Orwell has been 
hailed —- as Wilde halted himself —- as a man in life and 
work symbolic of life age and its preoccupations * he has 
also been represented as a kind of secular saint of the Cold 
War age. But he was much too interested in himself as a 
person to welcome his posthumous elevation to the imper¬ 
sonal status of ft symbol, and in his '‘Reflections on Gan¬ 
dhi" he made Ms views on sainthood clear enough to deter 
any but the most insensitive from the ungrateful task of 
officiating at his canonization. 

Orwell was too solitary to be a symbol and too angry to 
be a saint. But he succeeded in becoming a writer who set. 
down, in the purest English of his time, the thoughts and 
fantasies of an individual mind playing over the common 
problems of our age. What made him exceptional ■— and 
more than a little eccentric in the eyes of his contempo¬ 
raries—-was the fact that he also tried to work out his 
theories in action and then to give his actions shape in 
literature. The triad of thought, act and artifact runs 
through the whole of Orwell’s writing life; the pattern is 
not always so neatly arranged as I may appear to be sug¬ 
gesting, but it is never entirely absent, and one lias diffi¬ 
culty in envisaging a future in which critics wall ever be 
able to think of Orwell’s writings separately from his life. 
Like Dr. Johnson, so many of whose attitudes he shared, 
he is likely to hold his place in English literature not only 
for what he wrote, hut also for the man he was and for the 
fundamental honesties that he defended. 
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Certainly- for those writers who knew Orwell as a 
friend, fi is impossible to evade the lingering influence of 
personal impressions, even though the last of' these im¬ 
pressions already lies half a generation in the past. This is 
why I begin with a chapter of reminiscence, a portrait of 
the Orwell 1 knew during the last decade of his life. Per¬ 
haps memory has simplified the picture a little, rounding 
out scenes and eliminating details, hut most of it is based 
on notes which I wrote down barely three years after Or- 
wclFs death. It is the image which condiLions rny reading 
of his works but which also, T hope, lias deepened my un- 
derstanding of them, 

I met Orwell first towards the end of re42, when he was 
working in the Indian Department of the EEC in London; 
through our common friend Mulk Raj An and, he sent me 
an invitation to take part in a discussion on poetry which 
he was organizing. Earlier in the same year we had en¬ 
gaged in a rather heated polemic in the Partisan Hemeiti 
over one of Orwell's London Letters in which lie had at¬ 
tacked the English pacifists with the curious and-—i t 
seemed to rne — unsound argument that they were really 
unadmitted power worshipers. In my reply I had made 
very personal remarks about Orwells inconsistencies; as 
on paper he had seemed greatly enraged, 1 was sur¬ 
prised by his invitation to the BBC. But I accepted it, 
mostly, I think, to show that I bore as few ill feelings as 
Orwell himself appeared to do. 

A few days later I went to the wartime studios which the 
BBC had improvised in the basement of a requisitioned 
department store in Oxford Street. Tire panel which Or¬ 
well had gathered together was an .Impressive one for a 
single broadcast on a foreign network. Mulk Raj Anand, 
Herbert Read and William Empson I already knew; Ed¬ 
mund El unden and Orwell I had not met before, Orwell 
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was wearing his rarely eh anting uniform of art old tweed 
sports coat, leather-patched at tile elbows, and baggy cor¬ 
duroys. I was impressed by the size of his hands and feet; 
the latter were enormous — size twelve -— which made it 
difficult for him to get shoes during the austerity war 
years. He greeted me in bis flat-toned voice, with a re¬ 
served but not unfriendly smile. At that time I was run¬ 
ning a market garden in Middlesex, and Orwell ques¬ 
tioned me about it; he seemed to approve of the fact that I 
was engaged in manual work and that my hands were 
chapped and ingrained with soil. 

The radio program turned out to he a made-up discus¬ 
sion which Orwell had prepared quite skillfully before¬ 
hand, and which the rest of the participants were given a 
chance to amend before it went on the air. All of us ob¬ 
jected to small points as a matter of principle, but the only 
real change came when Orwell himself produced a vol¬ 
ume of Byron and, smiling around at the rest of us. Sug¬ 
gested that we should read 'The Isles of Greece” to show 
that English poets had a tradition of friendship for the 
aspirations of subject peoples. At that time the British gov¬ 
ernment was opposed to the Indian independence move¬ 
ment (Gandhi and Nehru were still in prison), but ail of 
the panic)pants in the broadcast supported it in sentiment 
at least, and as Herbert File ad spoke the ringing verses of 
revolt, the program assumed a mild flavor of defiance 
which wc all enjoyed. Orwell, I noticed, had a very rudi¬ 
mentary idea of radio production, and his own voice was 
too thin to make him an effective broadcaster. 

After the broadcast was completed, we went to a public- 
house in Great Portland Street frequented by BBC men, 
and here Orwell discoursed rather cynically on the futility 
of our having taken so much trouble over a program to 
which he doubted if more than two hundred Anglophile 
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Indians would bother to listen. He was already experienc¬ 
ing the frustration of a job chat concentrated mostly on 
the dissemination oi official propaganda. 

I learned about his feelings on this point shortly after¬ 
wards when we began to write to each other over our vari¬ 
ous points of disagreement. 'Hie first of Orwell s letters be¬ 
gan on a characteristic note. “I am afraid I answered 
rather roughly in the Partisan Retdexv con trovers v. I al¬ 
ways do when l am attacked — however, rjo malice either 
side. T hope," Orwell liked to start friendships by clearing 
up any resentments his sometimes intemperate way of ex¬ 
pressing himself may have caused. Julian Symons, whom 
he had accused of Fascist thinking, received an apology 
on their first meeting* and ro Stephen Spender, whom he 
had attacked before they actually became acquainted, Or¬ 
well remarked that he found it very difficult to continue a 
literary feud with any writer after actually encountering 
him, "'because when you meet anyone in the flesh you real¬ 
ize immediately that he is a human being and not a sort of 
caricature embodying certain ideas.” 

Later in his early correspondence with me* Orwell dis¬ 
cussed his connection with the BBC, “I doubt whether I 
shall stay in this job much longer/’' he said, “but while 
here I consider I have kept our propaganda slightly less 
disgusting than it might otherwise have been. . , . To 
appreciate this you have to be as I am in constant touch 
with propaganda Axis and Allied, Till then you don’t real¬ 
ize what .muck and filth is normally flowing through the 
air. I consider that I have left our little corner of it fairly 
clean.” 

In fact he was involved in a typically Orwellian di¬ 
lemma, His revolutionary Socialist ideas did not make 
him any less of a thorough English patriot, dedicated to 
defending the people and the countryside of England even 
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if he bad [itLie use for most of its existing Institutions, and 
when he was rejected medically for Army, Navy and Air 
Force alike, he decided to do what he could as a reputedly 
very inefficient Home Guard sergeant and as a BBC offi¬ 
cial. Patriotism aside, he believed that the left-wing- liber¬ 
tarian socialism which he had adopted In 1936 could only 
survive if die Nazis were defeated, though he felt that the 
immediate establishment of some kind of socialized econ¬ 
omy in England might be an incentive to fight more effec¬ 
tively. On the other hand his broadcasting experience 
taught him how language may be perverted and its real 
meaning eventually destroyed when it is put to the use of 
even the most benevolent propaganda; there is no doubt 
that his experience at the BBC provided him with die 
basic raw material, that went into the portrayal of the Min¬ 
istry of Truth and the devising of the propaganda lan¬ 
guage of Newspeak in Nineteen Eighty-Fom\ 

He was so obviously unhappy in broadcasting that I 
was not surprised when T heard towards the end of 1943 
that he had m an aged to get himself released from the 
BBC and had joined the Tribune as literary editor. The 
Tribune,, which still flourishes, vpas then the organ of the 
dissident wing of the Labor Party led by Anemln Bey an; U 
was sharply critical of die Churchill government.. Apart 
from the Communists, who fell into a special category be¬ 
cause their actions were governed entirely by the exigen¬ 
cies of Russian policy, the Tribune group was the farthest 
left among the factions supporting the war, and in their 
paper pro-war and anti-war positions found a meeting 
ground; for, apart from its critical attitude towards the 
coalition government, the Tribune gave space, particu¬ 
larly in its literary pages, to many writers far nearer in 
their views to the Independent attitudes of the Anarchists, 
Trotskyists and Independent Labor Party than they were 
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to the policy of the official Labor Party, When the authori¬ 
ties stepped too far over the line of decency in their use of 
restrictive wartime regulations, the Tribims was usually 
ready to stand in defense of the fundamental human 
lights for which the war was theoretically being fought, 
and in this way it gained the distrust of officialdom and 
the goodwill of the avant-garde writers, who would will¬ 
ingly contribute articles to its pages for token payment, ft 
was the kind of paper in which there was room for a 
writer like Orwell, and I think on the whole he enjoyed the 
two or three years he spent there. 

It was at this time that I saw Orwell again, I was living 
at Hampstead, in Parliament Hilt Fields, and I would 
often take the bus from South End Green into the center 
of London, One morning, when l climbed onto the upper 
deck, T caught sight of Orwell’s crest of hair and his famil¬ 
iar grimy trenchcoat towards the front of the bus. He had 
evidently seen me crossing the road, for as I came up the 
stairs he turned round arid waved to me. I sat beside him., 
He immediately began to talk, with the urgency of a man 
who has to get something off his mind* about our dis¬ 
agreement in the Partisan Review and in our later corre¬ 
spondence,. I was somewhat surprised, since I felt this had 
been cleared up in our letters, but Orwell obviously felt 
some direct and personal reference was necessary, 
"’There’s no reason to let that kind of argument on paper 
breed personal ill feeling, 1 ’' he remarked. Obviously I had 
passed whatever test Orwell regarded as necessary before 
he could accord his esteem, and he wanted to be friendly. 
From that time we never again mentioned our original 
disagreement, and whenever our opinions differed I found 
Orwell blunt but genial in argument. But, as I learned 
later, he was not always willing to make peace so eas¬ 
ily, On one occasion a Communist poet who had published 
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ci bitter personal attack on him offered to shake hands 
when they met in a. Fleet Street public house. Orwell 
aimed away in angry silence. Afterwards he told me of 
the incident, “What a smelly liule hypocrite 5 . Is!” he con¬ 
cluded. "Just like the rest of them! If he could do U with¬ 
out risking his cowardly little hide, he'd take the greatest 
delight in pushing me under a busT After his experiences 
in Spain, Orwell never ceased to detest the Stalinists, both 
collet:lively and personally, and he knew very well that, 
with good reason, they reciprocated his feelings. 

As the bos began to drive off, Orwell pointed out die 
large rambling bookstore which then stood at. the corner 
of South End Green and Pond Street. *1 worked there 
about ten years ago,” he said noncommittally, but seemed 
disinclined to enlarge on the statement; the shop was the 
model for the bookstore where Gordon Comstock worked 
in the early chapters of Keep the Aspidistra Fhjina. As the 
bus drove on through die bombed wastes of Kentish 
Town, he began to tell me of his experiences with the po¬ 
lice at the time when he was writing his essay on Henry 
Miller, “Inside the Whale.” Somehow — through Commu¬ 
nists he suspected -— the morality squad of Scotland Yard 
had discovered that he was getting copies of Miller s 
banned novels through the post from Paris, and be en¬ 
dured several visits and a good deal of interference with 
his correspondence before they would finally accept bis 
argument that he was a serious student of literature and 
not a pomographer intent on corrupting the young. In the 
end they allowed him to keep the books, but this conces¬ 
sion did not in any way predispose him towards them. In 
taking over many of the attitudes of British workingmen, 
he had adopted their traditional distrust of the police. "T 
have no particular love for die idealized Yvorfccr as he ap¬ 
pears in the bourgeois Communist's mind/' he had said a 


I a THE CRYSTAL SPDIIT 

few years earlier iri Him *ape tv Catalonia, “buL when I see 
an actual fleslmnd-blood worker in conflict with his natu¬ 
ral enemy, the policeman. I do not have to ask myself 
■which side I am on.” His attitude on this point; did not 
change greatly, and though he would argue that British 
police were on the whole icss brutal and less corrupt than 
die police in Continental countries, he felt that this was 
only because the general climate of opinion discouraged 
them from behaving more unpleasantly. 

I saw T Orwell fairly often while he was working at the 
Tribune, where even more than hie predecessors he 
opened the review pages to writers of almost every shade 
of political opinion. Only the Communists were unarm ted j 
in those days — quite apart from Orwell’s particular an¬ 
tagonism towards if. — the Com muni sl Party, which was 
constantly clamoring for the suppression of rival minori¬ 
ties, was regarded as pretty far to the right in die ever- 
shifting political spec train . 

Orwell was not a good editor % his generosity too often 
clouded his discernment about writers and their work, He 
persuaded many good writers to work for him; 1 remem¬ 
ber articles by E. M, Forster, Herbert Read, Cyril Con¬ 
nolly, Stephen Spender. But he also published a great deal 
of shoddy trash by young writers who had no 'promise to 
fulfill* and he did this mainly* I think* from kindness 
rather than from lack of judgment. He found it extremely 
difficult to return an article with a coldly worded rejection 
slip, and he said to me more than once that no writer who 
had earned a hard living by reviewing should ever be 
trusted wi th the task of editing, 

Orwell made up for his shortcomings as an editor by 
becoming a first-rate occasional essayist, and in the years 
between 1943 and 19 17, the page one turned to first in a 
new issue of the Tribune was always that on which Or- 
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well, under the general title of "As 1 Please ” discoursed on 
any facet of life or letters that struck his fancy at the time. 
It was the best short essay writing of the Forties, and most 
of it still reads amazingly well in the Sixties, Orwell's ver¬ 
satility was astounding; he rarely failed to find a subject 
— a popular song, an aspect of propaganda, the First toad 
of spring — on which there was some tiling fresh to say in 
a prose that, for all its ease and apparent easualness, was 
penetrating and direct. The years of hook reviewing, an 
occupation which has taken the edge off many a promis¬ 
ing talent, seemed not merely to have developed Orwell's 
facility, but also to have sharpened his power to catch and 
develop those aspects of books or situations which the urn 
observant eye misses but which often, contain the essential 
clues to understanding. Real writers turn all experience to 
use. 

Sometimes 1 would call on Orwell in his small, crowded 
office in the Strand, and talk to him over a desk piled with 
books and manuscripts, behind which he looked pent-in, 
with no room for his long legs. The typewriters would 
clatier in our gars from the neighboring desks and the 
V-2, s would go off in the distance like the rockets falling 
in Nineteen Eighty-Four. We would go out to lunch in the 
upstairs dining room of a rather decayed wine tavern in 
die Strand, sometimes with Herbert Read or Julian Sy¬ 
mons. On one of these occasions — it was towards the 
end of the war, when London restaurant food was at its 
worst — the only dish offered was boiled-out cod with bit¬ 
ter turnip tops. I found the combination of flavors appal¬ 
ling, but Orwell, who extracted a boyish enjoyment out of 
the hardships of the time, ate his fish and greens with rel¬ 
ish, Td never have thought they’d have gone so well to¬ 
gether !” he remarked reproachfully to me when I sent my 
plate back almost on tasted. 
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On an other occasion, in the late summer of 1944, he 
told me that he had just written a political fable, for 
which he was seeking a publislier. Four firms had already 
turned it. down, I was then connected with Freedom Press, 
a tiny libertarian publishing house in P%ed Lion Street, The 
Press had brought out books by Herbert Read and Alex 
Comfort, and Orwell wondered whether it would be inter¬ 
ested in publishing his fahle, 1 did my best, to persuade the 
editorial committee, but left-wing factionalism prevailed., 
Orwell called himself' a Socialist and supported the war's 
the owners, of Freedom Press were Anarchists and op¬ 
posed it. Orwell's book was rejected sight unseen. It was 
an unfortunate decision, for the fable was Animal Farm* 
Orwell's difficulty in placing it was due to the widespread 
feeling at the time that Russia was a loyal ally, and that it 
was therefore undiplomatic and even a little unpatriotic to 
publish anything critical of recent Communist history. 
Curious as it may seem now, Victor Gollancz, the first 
publisher to reject Animal Farm, actually told Herbert 
Read that the book was "extreme* and "hysterical," At the 
best of times, Orwell was inclined 10 a kind of mild para¬ 
noia In his relationships with the literary world, which he 
regarded as a racket run by “nancy poets" and mutual- 
back-scraichers from Cambridge; as a result of his early 
years of unsuccessful writing he saw himself, even in 
1945, as the solitary just man in a den of thieves,, not real¬ 
izing how far, with his wartime footholds in the Tribune 
and Horizon and Partisan Reiricw^ he had by now become 
part of the literary establishment. When he ran into diffi¬ 
culties over Animal Farm he readily assumed that he was 
the victim of a conspiracy fostered bv Communist sympa¬ 
thizers in London publishing houses. 1 doubt whether 
anything so deliberate as a conspiracy against Ms book ac¬ 
tually existed, though Stalinists were still powerful in Eng- 
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lish book trade, but I was careful to avoid telling him of 
the attitude of Freedom Press, since I did not wain him to 
feel conspired against by anti-Cuminunists as well. It was 
only after much peddling, after he had thou gilt of private 
publication, and after a change had begun to take place in 
the relationship between Russia and the other Allies early 
in 1945, that Orwell eventually persuaded Seeker and 
Warburg to bring out Animal Farm. He and his publishers 
were equally surprised when it turned out to be an inter¬ 
national best seller. 


a 

M Y acquaintance with Orwell broadened into friend- 
ship in the latter part of 1944. Though affinities of 
personality and attitude obviously played an important 
part in the process, the immediate cause was a common 
concern for die defense of civil liberties. As always hap¬ 
pens at such times, the more intransigent minorities of 
opinion during the Second World War were sometimes 
rather harshly treated, and many pacifists. Anarchists 
and left-wing Socialists were imprisoned or otherwise har¬ 
ried by the authorities. The situation aroused a great deal 
of discussion among British intellectuals. A few — 
mainly Communists and Tories —- argued that freedom of 
criticism and protest should be temporarily relinquished 
in safeguarding the greater freedoms for which Britain 
was struggling. Others, including Orwell and most of his 
friends and close associates, held that the liberties of 
speech and writing were the most important of the free¬ 
doms over which the war was being Fought, and that, once 
abandoned, they might never be regained. Even at that 
time Orwell already saw very clearly the results that 
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might follow from imposing ways of writing and thinking 
convenient to the government, and his attitude then antic¬ 
ipated thq warnings he expressed some years later in 
Ninc teen Eigh ty-Four „ 

The issue was brought to a head late in 1344, on an 
evening of dense London fog, when the Special Branch of 
Scotland Yard raided the o[frees of ihe Anarchist paper 
Weir Co?nmc 7 itarij and took away files lists of subscribers 
and other material. The raid provoked immediate protests 
from London writers. One group letter, which Herbert 
Head and I circulated, was signed by — among others — 
E. Mf Forster, Stephen Spender and T. S. Eliot, Orwell,, 
who had been attacking the Anarchists in his Partisan Re- 
view articles, declared closed season on them as soon as 
they became the victims of an immoderate exercise of au¬ 
thority, and signed another group letter, which, was circu¬ 
lated by .Paul Potts. These protests wont unregarded, and 
in May 1945, just before the end of the war in Europe, 
four of the editors of War Commentary; 'were tried at Lhe 
Old Bailey, under special wartime statutes against anti- 
militarist propaganda. A defense committee was organ¬ 
ized, under the chairmanship of Herbert Read, with 
Aneurin Be van as vice-chairman, but this did not prevent 
three of the accused from being sentenced to terms of im¬ 
prisonment.. Orwell, who had given publicity to the case In 
She 'Tribune, now published, with Dylan Thomas, George 
Barker and several other writers, a protest not merely 
against the sentence but also against the decision of the 
government to bring proceedings when the war was draw¬ 
ing to an end. He thought it augured badly for peacetime 
freedom of expression > 

During the trial of the editors of War Commentary, the 
National Council for Civil Liberties took little active inter¬ 
est in. the case. This indifference on the part of an organ!- 
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zatiu n set up to protect basic freedoms of speech and writ 
ing was attributed, rightly or wrongly, to the infiltration of 
the council by Communists and their sympathizers, and 
the various people who had played a part in organizing 
defense during the War Commentary ease decided that at 
least a temporary organization of a more militant charac¬ 
ter should be set up to aid the victims of prosecutions un¬ 
der the restrictive wartime regulations which still re¬ 
mained in Force some time after the end of hostilities. The 
Freedom Defense Committee was therefore organized in 
the summer of 1945, and led a precarious but active life 
until 1949, Its leading supporters. Chough they included 
a few political leaders, like II. J. Laski, then cl)airman of 
the Labor Party, and a handful of MPa, were mainly 
drawn from the literary and artistic worlds, where the 
feelings about getting rid of all restrictions on freedom of 
expression were strongest. .Among the more active were 
F. M„ Forster, Bertrand Russell, Cyril Connolly, Benjamin 
Britten, Michael Tippett, Henry Moore, Osberl Sitwell and 
Augustus John. Herbert Read was chairman and Orwell 
became vice-chairman. As a member of the working com¬ 
mittee, 1 was delegated to transmit to Orwell the invitation 
to accept this position, and I recollect (hat he Was at first 
hesitant, *1 don’t want to get back on the administrative 
treadmill," he said. He was just beginning to extricate 
b mi self from editorial duties at the Tribimh, and wanted 
to devote more of his time to writing books, But,. cm the 
condition that no great demands would be made on his 
time, he agreed; he became much more helpful, both ma¬ 
terially and morally, than his inltifd caution bad led me to 
expect. When we moved into a basement office near Futon 
Road, he made a gift of his late wife’s typewriter, and now 
and then, particularly after the royalties on Animat Farm 
began to flow in, he made quite substantial donations to 
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tiie funds, The checks were always signed Eric Glair, but 
this was the only connection in. which, at this time, he 
appeared to use his real name; the assumed persona of 
“George Orwell* had taken almost, complete control, and 
he always identified himself, in conversation and in sign¬ 
ing letters, as George and never as Eric. 

■Orwell did not merely give money, He took a close in¬ 
terest in the committee’s activities which, as I realize 
when I look through his letters to me, continued until his 
last illness. Occasionally he would buttonhole some influ¬ 
ential person on the fringes of the Labor government 
whom we wished to interest in a case of manifest injus¬ 
tice, and he wrote his Tribune essay Treedom of the 
Park” in support of a campaign we had launched against 
police interference with the traditional right of political 
minorities to sell their publications at the Marble Arch en¬ 
trance to Hyde Park. Once at least he even spoke at a pub¬ 
lic meeting we organized in Conway Hall in support of a 
general amnesty for people still in prison, many months 
after hostilities had ended., under various wartime Laws 
and regulations, Orwell appeared on the platform with 
Herbert Read. Fenner Broekway and a few other leaders 
of the libertarian Left. I think he w T as rather unhappy in 
his unaccustomed role as public speaker, and his voice, 
weakened by the throat wound he had received during the 
Spanish Civil War, did not carry very well. Yet ! do not 
agree with Julian Symons, who has also written about 
this occasion, that he was a bad speaker; there was so 
much unpretentious conviction In his manner, and so 
much plain common sense in what he had lo say, that his 
audience listened with complete attention and applauded 
lain, T remember, more warmly than Lhe professional ora¬ 
tors of the evening. 

As far as I know, Orwell's vice-chairmanship of the 
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Freedom Defense Committee was the only office he ever 
held in any organization of this type* 1 think he stayed 
with us to the end because we worked very amateurishly 
and never developed a bureau eta tic hierarchy or, indeed., 
a permanent, organization. The committee was set up as 
an ad hoc body to work in the special situation that ex¬ 
isted just after the war, and, having got a few people out 
of prison and eliminated a few small Lyrarmies by police¬ 
men and civil servants, it Faded away, without any formal 
dissolution, towards the end of 19.-^_g. Orwell liked its In¬ 
formality, though be himself at times was liable to get 
somewhat pedantic over procedure; 1 remember his argu¬ 
ing long and obstinately about the respective appropriate- 
ness of the phrases “on principle” and “In principle’ 7 in a 
resolution we were drafting. He also liked the people with 
whom it brought him into contact, Orwell's natural place 
was among the English radical dissenters, the fighters for 
rights, the defenders of minorities, the people whose an¬ 
ger over injustices went beyond partisan houndaii.es; lie 
had disagreed with many such people on the issue of the 
war, but once It was over he tended to pick up his connec¬ 
tions with them again, and the Freedom Defense Com¬ 
mittee was one of the means by which he did so. 


Ui 

I HAVE devoted some space to this aspect of OirwclFs 
last decade because, apart from Julian Symons, in a 
reminiscent essay in the London Magazine, no one else 
who has written about him has mentioned this interlude 
of libertarian public activity. To me it is memorable chiefly 
because it led to steadily closer conlacts with Orwell. 

We began to meet informally, outside the ambience 
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of civil liberties and editorial olhcc s, and by the sprit]g 
of 1.9.J5 we were visiting each other in our respective 
homes, winch in Orwell's case was a clem’ sign of ap¬ 
proval He tended, as Symons remarked, to compartmen¬ 
talize his personal relationships almost obsessively, and 
relatively lew ol the many people he knew were invited to 
his North London flat. He even managed to segment this 
inner Orwell circle, as one might call it, so carefully as Lo 
keep Ilf, various strangely assorted members separated 
from each other. One of his regular visitors at this time 
was an irascible verse-writer who had vowed, dearilv ha- 

i* 

tred to me for a review 1 had written of iris poems; Orwell 
managed things so adroitly that we never met in his flat. 
Even so, one did occasionally say or hear others saying, “I 
don't know what Orwell secs in X.” What Orwell did sk, 
almost certainly, was an interestingly individual personal¬ 
ity; censorious though he might be in print, lie was, ns his 
burning desire to make up paper quarrels on first ac¬ 
quaintance suggests, very tolerant towards the people he 
knew well; 

What made Orwell such an excellent journalist and 
often gave his novels- a touch of that reality which goes 
beyond mere verisimilitude was his intense interest in the 
concrete aspects of living, in “the surface of life * as he 
would say. As one got to know him, one realized bow his 
writing seemed to extend and amplify his daily hie and 
conversation, I have met few authors in whom there was a 
slighter gap between trie man as he lived and the man as 
he wrote. Now s when 1 reread his books, and skim again 
through Ms journalistic pieces In the Tribune, the Ob¬ 
server, and, earlier on, the N-&w English Wcekh/, finding 
thorn still fresh and original after twenty years, 1 am pet- 
penial ly reminded of the conversation on evenings we 
spent together in one or the other of out flats, or walking 
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over Hampstead Heath on a summer afternoon, or, occa¬ 
sionally, dining in Soho and going on to the Cafe Koval or 
to one of the public houses where writers gathered., the 
Wheats heal' in Kathbonc Place, or Victor Berlemoiit's 
York Minster ("the French House”) near the horn bed ruin 
of St. Anne's, Soho, or the Swiss in Old Compton Street, 
OrV.'ell’s own flat, where he lived with his sister Avxil, 
then unmarriedj and with his small adopted son Richard, 
to whom he was extravagantly devoted, Was in Islington, 
perched under the roofs of a tall Georgian house in Can- 
onhury Square, a lower-middle-class outpost on the edge 
of a great workers' district. Orwell was highly conscious of 
the geography of classes, and the whole area, with its 
bombed houses and flooded basements and ruins red in 
the summer with fire weed, had the hind of seediness 
which he liked to portray in his novels and which creates 
so much of the atmosphere of books like Keep the Aspidis¬ 
tra Flying and Nine teen Eighty-Foiu\ Orwell's attitude to- 
London was ambivalent..; he claimed to hate it, and he was 
certainly much happier when he lived in the country, but 
the city still fascinated him, particularly marginal dis¬ 
tricts like Islington and the less .respectable fringes of 
Hampstead. To live in such districts probably gave him a 
comforting illusion of' nearness to the British workingman 
— that nearness which he had sought so often and so 
vainly, A street or so from Canonbury Square stood a large 
working^lass tavern, a kind of gin palace, with cut-glass 
screens and a big garden filled with tables, where the pro-- 
letarians would sit on a summer's evening in whole fami¬ 
lies, with the fathers and mothers downing pints of old- 
and-mild while the children shouted on the swings which 
the publican had carmily provided. Orwell liked to go 
there occasionally, always keeping a weather eye open so 
that he might avoid the embarrassment of running into 
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one of the little group of Stalinist •writers who lived in the 
district. But he did not appear to know any of the work- 
in graen who frequented the pub, and he certainly seemed 
out of place among them, a raiher frayed sahib wearing 
shabby clothes with all ihc insouciance an old Etonian 
displays on such occasions. I always found it difficult to 
think how he could have passed himself off so convinc¬ 
ingly as a tramp in the adventures he describes in Down 
and Out in Paris and London and in The Road to Wiyan 
Pier< But the little world of the tramps and the slightly 
larger world of writers and palmers were probably., a gen¬ 
eration ago, the only declassed areas of English life* and 
for that reason they were quite exceptional. Between the 
worker and the most radically minded of middle-class 
men there was — as Orwell observed sharply when he 
wrote The. Road to Wigan Pier — a great gulf fixed., and 
this gulf he never really crossed, Jn fact, as 1 shall show 
later, its presence, in one form or another, became the 
leading theme of all his more significant writing. 

Orwell's own apartment reflected his attempt to recon¬ 
cile his intcllectuahsm with his interest in a working-class 
culture that was already moribund among the people. It 
was a dark and almost dingy place, with a curiously Dick¬ 
ensian atmosphere. In the living room stood a great screen 
plastered over with shellacked pictures cut from maga¬ 
zines, and a collection of china mugs, celebrating various 
popular nineteenth-century festivals, crowded, on top of 
the crammed bookshelves. Lake many good and sensitive 
writers, he neither had nor pretended to any developed 
taste in the visual arts or, for that matter, in music, and he 
gathered objects around him for their curiosity rather dull! 
their aesthetic charm, though at the same time he was in¬ 
tensively sensitive to natural beauty, the beauty of land¬ 
scapes, birds and even humble creatures like toads. By the 






THE MAN EE-MEMJIEJ.IED 23 


fireplace stood a high-backed wicker armchair, of an aus¬ 
terely angular shape wliicli I have seen nowhere else,, and 
here Orwell himself would always sit, like a Gothic saint 
in his niche. The small room which he called his study 
looked like a workshop, with its carpenter's bench, .its rack 
of chisels and its smell of newly cut wood; Orwell was 
very fond of manual work, and when he was in London he 
would sometimes do a little joinery as a relaxation from 
writing, though the simple bookshelves and brackets 
which he showed me displayed no evidence of special dex¬ 
terity. Most of his writing he actually did by typewriter, 
sitting at die large round table in his living room, 

Orwell was not entirely Indifferent to comfort, but he 
certainly set no great store by appearances and his periods 
of hardship had given him an easy contempt for the trap¬ 
pings of the bourgeois life. His way of dressing, even 
when he was relatively prosperous, remained the shabby 
corduroys and the worn tweed jacket, with a thick, dark- 
colored Viyella shirt, a Shaggy tic, and shoes that were 
never Well polished. He liked trench coats, bulky knitted 
scarves, and leather gauntlets. I never saw him wearing a 
suit or, in any weather, a hat, 

John Morris, who disliked Orwell as a result of their 
association at the BBC, suggested jn Penguin New Writ¬ 
ing that this sartorial eccentricity manifested a childishly 
self-conscious rebellion against the proper standards of 
polite Ijehavior, Rut it seemed to me that, having once es¬ 
caped from middle-class conventions, Orwell just did not 
find them worth the trouble of resuming. At the same time 
he did take a boyish pleasure in imitating a few working- 
class habits. For example, lie would often pour his tea into 
his saucer and blow on it vigorously before he drank it, 
and if anyone appeared to be shocked, he would be de¬ 
lighted and regard it all as a great joke. A similar boyish- 
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ness of nature led him to practice feats of endurance and 
austerity which taxed his weak health, but which pro¬ 
vided him with the subject matter fur some of his best 
books. Homage to Catalonia and Down and Out in Paris 
and London, and which might have produced;, if only he 
had lived long enough, an excellent account of the hard¬ 
ships of farming in the Hebrides. He seemed to have 
naturally modest needs, and long periods of semi volun¬ 
tary poverty had reduced his demands on life, but when 
anything good came his way he rarely rejected it, as one 
realised after the publication of Animal Farm when he at 
last enjoyed something approaching prosperity. But to 
that aspect of his later years I shall be returning. 

Whenever one arrived at Orwell’s Hat, or when he 
waiked into our attic apartment in Highgate, his ailing 
bronchi wheezing from the long climb up several flights of 
stairs, there was first a period of silence, for Orwell, 
though a gregarious, was also a shy man. Then, after a 
while, the conversation would warn) up, over a meal 
(usually high tea at Orwell's)> or sitting before a coal or 
peat fire, with Orwell butteriiiigeredly rolling cigarettes of 
the strongest black shag he could find and drinking tea as 
dark and almost as thick as treacle. Sometimes, when he 
was in a reminiscent mood, the talk would develop into a 
monologue on Ms part. His voice, which retained a slight 
but recognizable vestige of the Eton accent, was rather 
low and level in tone, and it had a fascinating kind of mo¬ 
notony which seemed to throw Into relief the vividness of 
Ms descriptions. His monologues mainly concerned those 
parts of Ms life, which were dealt wiLh in his autobio¬ 
graphical works and in the semi autobiographical p arts of 
his novels, the writings on Burma, on Paris and Spain, on 
those lower depths of English life which jjv those days still 
seemed to anyone brought up in the middle classes more 
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distant and hardly less exotic than a foreign Country, It 
seemed as though one were listening to a leisurely, rather 
didactic but nonetheless very entertaining gloss on his 
various books. At other times we would be guided by Or¬ 
well’s passion for odd facts, and would converse on the 
strangest variety of subjects, hopping erratically from 
point to point. However banal our subject might appear 
when we first lit upon it, Orwell would usually discuss it 
with such thoroughness and humor that it would he lifted 
completely out of its pristine dullness. He might talk 
about tea, for example, and ways of making it., or about 
various kinds of fuel and their respective merits, and 
would bring in such a wealth of Illustration and reminis¬ 
cence and so many odd tags of information that one was 
stimulated to enter into the subject with as much zest as 
he. And then, a week or two later, one would find that this 
conversation had become part of his writing and formed 
the basis of one of his highly readable essays in the Trib¬ 
une , I think it was this close relationship between his talk 
and his writing that enabled Orwell to be at once such a 
prolific and such a generally successful journalist, Once 
an idea had taken shape and even a degree of polish in 
conversation, it was a fairly simple matter lo write it 
down. Some of Orwell's articles, as he admitted rather 
shamefacedly, were actually typed out. immediately and 
published in their first draft, without, any substantial revi¬ 
sion. On anything that was to appear in book form, or on 
one of those rather monumenial pieces which he contrib- 
med to Horizon or Partisan Review or Now, he took much 
greater pains, 

There were other times when the conversation ranged 
over die more portentous fields of polities, and Orwell 
Would expound his fears on the future of society, and di¬ 
late on die way in which the concern for freedom and truth 
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had grown weak jri the popular consciousness, as well as 
among writers and politicians. In this way he told us-ill the 
basic ideas of Nineteen Eighty-Four, though, with, char¬ 
acteristic modesty, he talked little about the details of the 
novel,, and until I saw it finally in print I had only the 
sketchiest idea on the plot, though I knew all the themes by 
heart. One day, in the spring of i#m, Orwell took out of 
one of his hook shelves a paperbacked book. "Tve been look¬ 
ing for this for a long time," he said, “hut 1 still can't find a 
Copy of die English version," IL was Nous Autre s, the 
French translation of Zamyatin’s Wc, and a few weeks later 
Orwell wrote for tli eTrtfrmie a desertpLive essay on this fas¬ 
cinating- anti-Utopia, But be gave no indication of the ex¬ 
tent to which the chance acquisition of this volume would 
help to determine the shape of Nineteen Eiyhty-b"Oiu\ 
which bears the ineradicable marks of Zamvatin’s infill- 
ence, When Orwell talked in this apocalyptic vein he would 
paint a. horrifying Gothic picture of the fate that might 
befall us, and here, as same of the more pessimistic parts 
of Com-mf? Up for Air suggest, he was motivated by long- 
held fears which the reading of We merely helped to crys¬ 
tallize in a .fictionalb" viable form, “My Cod, Orwell is a 
gloomy bird!” said Herbert Read, himself no lighthearted 
conversationalist, after one such session. And often, in¬ 
deed, it seemed as though one had been listening to the 
voice of Jeremiah* 

Politically, Orwell was at his best as die critic, the icon¬ 
oclast, in some ways —- possibly owing to the Gallic strain 
In his family—-remarkably similar lq French writers like 
Peguy and Proudhon. After he returned to England in 
ighy and resigned from die Imperial police in Burma, he 
described himself rather vaguely as an Anarchist, and 
continued to do so for several years t even after he began to 
call himself a Socialist in 1936* he significantly fought be- 
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side die Anarchists iii the Internecine struggle he tween 
die Communists and their libertarian opponents during 
the Barcelona May Days of 1937- From that time until his 
death his relation with the Anarchists was noticeably am¬ 
bivalent. 

When 1 first knew him, Orwell was a supporter of the 
Labor Party, though l doubt If he was a card-carrying 
member. It was the left wing of the party with which he 
associated, the wing led by Ancuxin Be van, Jennie Lee and 
Michael Foot, and after Labor came into power in 1945, 
and began to impose its program of Crippsian austerity, a 
rather squalid foretaste of Nmeteen Eighty-Four, his en¬ 
thusiasm cooled perceptibly and rapidly. From my own 
contact with him at this time, I believe Julian Symons was 
substantially correct when he said., in his London Maga¬ 
zine' article, that Orwell retained his faith in libertarian 
socialism until his death, hut that in the end this belief 
"was expressed for him more sympathetically in the per¬ 
sonalities of unpractical Anarchists than its the slide rule 
Socialists who made up the bulk of the British Parliamen¬ 
tary Labor Party,'” 

This does not mean that Orwell ever again became an 
avowed Anarchist. But he passed from a sharp and im¬ 
moderate wartime criticism of the Anarchists because of 
their ant {militarism to a position of interested tolerance, 
so that between 1945 and his death, Anarchist intellectu¬ 
als, including Herbert Read, Marie Louise Eemeri and me, 
were among his closest friends. He contributed at least 
one and possibly more review articles to Freedom, the 
weekly which replaced War Corniftmtery in T.945 as the 
political organ of the Anarchists, and he became a loyal 
and interested supporter of Now, the literary magazine 
which T was running at die time. He was. the first person 
to send a substantial check to the fund which T established 
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in a vain attempt to stem Lhc magazine's losses, and to one 
of the issues, in 1946, lie com routed his magnificent and 
terrible essay, "How the Poor Die." This was after the pub¬ 
lication of A-mmal Farm; .American magazines were bid¬ 
ding for his work,, and lie could certainly have demanded 
a handsome fee for snob a piece of writing instead of the 
minute token payment I was able to offer. But Orwell 
never cut away the literary ladders by which lie himself 
had climbed, and he was always willing- when he had the 
time, to write for impecunious little magazines. I never 
knew him actually to refuse a request from such a maga- 
idne; even if lie was too busy to fulfill it, lie would always 
promise to do something 'when he had time* 

I think liis wavering attitude towards an.arcli.ism, shift¬ 
ing from a general commitment in the early Thirties to 
critical hostility during the war ;years and back to friendly 
interest in the last five years of bis life, was connected 
with the peculiar nature of his own socialism, which, with 
all its contradictions and its tendency to take pendulum 
Swings from extreme idealism to extreme common sense, 
had far more affinity with Proudhons variety than with 
Marx’s. ‘When Orwell talked most eloquently about social¬ 
ism, it was always when he was engaged in showing the 
f aul 1 s and d an get s of exi s ting Sod all s L m 0 vein cn t s. When¬ 
ever I discussed with him his views of what socialism 
should actually be, tbs creed that emerged was a very sim¬ 
ple one. He was mainly concerned with the implementa¬ 
tion of those fairly general ideas which he brought •to¬ 
gether under the heading of “decency," ideas like brother¬ 
hood, fair play and. honest dealing which he had absorbed 
from writers like Dickens, but he was not very adept at 
dose poll Li cal discussion, and he had a temperamental re¬ 
luctance to think in terms of elaborate social plans or 
dearly defined party platforms. 
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What concerned him mych more deeply than political 
programs were the general principles of conduct, particu¬ 
larly conduct a (recti ng other men, which had been devel¬ 
oped in the long tradition of English radical dissent, and 
which were quickly losing ground in modern political life, 
in the world of the concentration camps and the partisan 
rewriting oF history. It was important to tell the truth. It 
was important t.o preserve the objectivity of history. It was 
important;, above all, to create a world in which every 
main's right to self-respect would he jealously preserved, 
Tliis was why Orwell hated political doctrinaires, profes¬ 
sional do-gooders, and faddists of all kinds, why he looked 
forward to a society in which men would be able to enjoy 
simply and with maximum freedom the good things of 
life. Like William Moms, he disliked modern machinery, 
though he knew it was unavoidable, and loved to make 
things with his own hands, no matter how inefficiently. 
And he shared with both Morris and Chesterton a great 
nostalgia for a past which he tended to idealize, Life in the 
iy3o"s arid 1940-5 seemed to him a great deal less decent 
and even less pleasant than, it had been a generation be¬ 
fore. 

Ot well agreed with the Anarchists In distrusting the in¬ 
volved metaphysics of Marxist theory,, which he felt had 
very little relation to the real life or the real problems of 
workingmen. He himself replaced the rigidity of Marxist 
doctrine with a rather loose kind of pragmatism which did 
not always prove adequate to the demands of discussion. 
It was when he talked to me about the state* that apple of 
discord which split the Socialist movement in the nine¬ 
teenth century, that Qrwel] seemed particularly confused. 
On one side he was still influenced by the traditions of the 
sahib class into which he had been born, traditions of ded¬ 
icated public service coupLcd with the wielding of unchal- 
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lenged authority, BLithe also cultivated an anti-authoritar¬ 
ian strain of thought that was never far from the surface 
in his reactions to established government* So there were 
occasions when he would speak, in tones that might have 
seemed appropriate to a converted Blimp, of extensive 
and disciplined nationalization of industries, of state con¬ 
trol over wide sectors of social life. But at other times ■—- 
and here I felt his real inclinations were emerging — he 
seemed to envisage a decentralized society and workers' 
control of industry — something rather like the Guild So¬ 
cialist vision, with a great deal of room for individua] ini¬ 
tiative, Similarly lie w r ou!d argue that authors should be 
state-supported, and at other times appear to contradict 
himself by maintaining that the less a writer bad to do 
with any organized body, the better for him and his work. 
“There are always strings attached,” he sometimes said, 
and then I would know he was thinking of his years at. the 
BBC, 

Although conversations with Orwell ranged widely, 
there were certain strictly avoided areas. He had devel¬ 
oped an extraordinary reticence about intimate matters., 
which Richard Bees rather aptly described as pnd$t-. Even 
his anger was demonstrative only on paper, and when he 
was in the company of someone he disliked he w r as most 
likely to express his disapproval hv an agonizing and 
gloomy silence. While his consideration for other people, 
which ho sometimes displayed practically in the way of 
great helpfulness and generosity, indicated the presence 
of deep feelings, he showed them rarely, except towards 
his son Richard, to whom bis devotion was touchingly ob¬ 
vious, He was not uninterested In women — a 1'Ler all, he 
married twice — but he never made a display of the fact, 
and one extraordinarily beautiful girl who was on very 
friendly terms with both of us, and wife could turn almost 
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any rnan J s head witli a single flash of her great dark eyes, 
re marked to me with some pique that Orwell was the only 
one among her male acquaintances who never made her 
feel that he was aware of her as a woman, 

Orwell’s -pitdor prevented him from discussing a whole 
range of intimate aspects of his own life. For example, he 
only once mentioned to me his first wife Eileen, who died 
suddenly in 1944 and whom I never tool. Neither he nor 
his sister Avri.I ever talked very much about their family or 
their childhood, and as far as my conversations with him 
went, he might have been bom somewhere towards the 
end of his time at Eton, One soon learned to respect his 
reticences; anything less would have meant the loss of a 
friend. 

Undoubtedly this almost fanatical res erne had a great 
deal to do with the request in Orwell's will that no biog¬ 
raphy of him should be written, a request which to many 
people seemed inconsistent with his choice of the autobio¬ 
graphical form for so many of bis books and with the 
strong autobiographical elements that appear in all Iris 
novels. In the long run a biography can hardly be avoided; 
already, with the publication of many of Orwell’s letters, 
of the reminiscences of his relatives and friends, of the 
agonizing manuscript about his childhood, Such, Such 
Were the J'tiys, which he. secreted in his desk after it was 
written, a kind of phantom biography does exist, and un¬ 
doubtedly, when all tirose who knew him are dead, some¬ 
one — probably the wrong person — will at last write the 
definitive life of George Orwell, 

However irrational the request, Orwell's friends have 
respected it, though they have also speculated on the con¬ 
nection between this wish to keep certain personal mat¬ 
ters from the light of day and the relationship between 
George Orwell and his alter ego Eric Blair. George Orwell., 
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first merely a nom de phi me, began to emerge In the early 
Thirties, but almost to the end of the decade Orwell still 
signed liis Tetters Erie and accepted the use of this name 
by his friends. By Lbs early Forties he had become George 
Orwell to almost everybody but his bank manager, The 
persona of the successful, writer had taken control and 
submerged Eric Blair, the self-styled failure of St. Cyp¬ 
rian's and Eton ami Burma, the down-and-out, the ill-paid 
teacher and bookshop assistant. And it was George. Orwell 
who turned Eric Blair,, under various guises, into a char¬ 
acter in literature and decided, with an. artist's arbitrari¬ 
ness, which aspects and which adventures of his other 
self should he recorded. The T’ in Down and Out in Paris 
and London and The Road to Wigan P itr is no m ore and 
no less George Qrwe.ll than the Marcel of A la recherche 
du f.etnps perdu is Marcel Proust, and the autobiographi¬ 
c-id form of his works can be deceptive, if it is taken too 
literally, for Orwell rarely tells of his own experience ex¬ 
cept to make a point illustrating some general argument, 
usually of a political or social nature. At least overtly, he 
does not confess for the sake of confessing, though in 
works like Such, Such Were the Joys one feels a. personal 
need impelling him in addition to the avowed intent to tell 
his experiences fox the sake of exposing the tyrannies 
practiced on children in the name of education. Generally 
he was highly selective in the autobio groptical material 
he used in his books or essays; there was rarely anything 
that could be interpreted as a romantic uncovering of the 
depths of' the self, and it was obviously to prevent any 
such uncovering by others that he forbade the writing of a 
biography. His published statements and the. persona he 
revealed so guardedly to his friends comprised all that he 
wished to be known about himself. Yet, as wc shall sec 
later on examining his books, that hidden self is rarely 
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absent, and emerges mpst strongly in the various forms 
of personal alienation which he portrays and disewsses. 


iv 

O K WELL was one of those rare men whom success 
did noi harm. On the contrary, one noticed a defi¬ 
nite mellowing of his character during the lamentably 
brief period between the successful publication of 
Farm, and the onset, at the end of 19of the illness that 
continued until his death at the beginning of 1950. He be- 
came noi.icea.bly less inclined to imagine himself the vic¬ 
tim of literary conspiracies, and he found much pleasure 
in sharing his good fortune with others, particularly after 
the American Beok-nf-die-Montb Club accepted Animal 
Farm in 1946. In that year Orwell had modestly esti¬ 
mated, in reply to a questionnaire circulated by Horizon, 
that a sufficient income for an author would be six: pounds 
if he were single and ten pounds if he were married. In 
these terms, ho found himself, with the royalties from ,4 n- 
zmal Farm and the fees for magazine article commissions 
which began to flow from the United States, not merely 
comfortably off, but positively well-to-do. 

When he received the news of the Book-of-the- Month 
Club T s decision, Orwell rang me up and invited me to 
lunch with him in celebration. By now he had abandoned 
(die dreary public houses of the Strand which one associ¬ 
ated with his Tribune days, and was patronizing the Greek 
and Italian restaurants of Percy Street, We met in a Tot¬ 
tenham Court Road public house, and as we walked to 
Percy Street Orwell explained to me at length that We 
were going to a restaurant he had begun to visit only the 
previous week, because the head waiter in the restaurant 
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where he formerly lunched had objected to his taking off 
his jacket to cat. I have forgotten die name of the restau¬ 
rant to winch we did go, but I do remember Orwell stand¬ 
ing- up, conspicuous because of his height, and hanging 
his jacket over the hack of his chair. With a look he chal¬ 
lenged me to follow his example; I did. At that time war¬ 
time restrictions of restaurant meals were beginning to re¬ 
lax, and the lunch was an excellent and lavish one, with 
aperitifs, wine and brandy; it was a far cry from the boiled 
cod and turnip tops in the Strand a few years before, and 
Orwell seemed to enjoy the change. 

Over lurid g On veil discussed the effect which the suc¬ 
cess of Animi'd Farm, would have on his future. I thought 
at the time that his ideas were very realistic. He intended 
to put most of the money he got from the Book-of-the- 
Month Club into a trust fund for his son Richard. There 
was nothing in the way he spoke to suggest that he had 
any premonition that he would be dead within four years? 
he was merely acting from a sense of caution bred of 
many illnesses. He also wanted to buy a house in die Heb¬ 
rides, and told me that he had been thinking about this all 
through the war; rather sardonic idly, he said that now his 
intention was reinforced by a desire to get as far away as 
possible from the threat of destruction by the atom bomb. 
From whaL I know of Orwell's almost perversely obstinate 
courage, I doubt if this was ever a really important reason 
for bis wishing to leave London; die nostalgia for a sim¬ 
pler and cleaner way of life which emerges so poignantly 
in Com mg Up for Air and even gives pathos to parts of 
Nineteen FA.gliit;-Four was, I am sure, a much more press¬ 
ing motive. Apart from his own feelings, he wanted to 
bring lip his son in the country rather than the city, and 
later on he was delighted when PJchard, still only four 
years old. seemed to be taking enthusiastically to life on 
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the farm. For the rest, he hoped to abandon the ioumalis- 
tic work he had been carrying on since 1940, and to spend 
his time — at least In the foreseeable future — oil writing 
novels and maj or cr i tic al ess ays. \ 1 ■ * fy O i-Z J £ 1 ) 

By the austere standards of England in 1946, the bill 
which Orwell paid for lunch that day was a stiff one — 
round about sis guineas — and 1 felt obliged to contrib¬ 
ute in some way to the celebration of his good fortune, I 
decided dial it had to be something in the way of an 
unusual treat, and I remembered that one of the Soho 
pubs, the Dog and Duck, had mysteriously acquired a 
small cache of real absinthe. So we crossed Oxford Street 
and stood in the tiny bar, crowded with beer-boozers 
drinking against closing time, while the barmaid slowly 
dripped water through a cube of sugar into the milky liq¬ 
uid, Some of our follow customers were curious, and the 
barmaid explained at embarrassing length, with dark ref¬ 
erences to people who wasted good money on frivolities; 
there wAs still a lot of puritanical feeling about extrava¬ 
gant spending hi London at that time, and we began to 
realize that the regulars of the Dog and Duck regarded 11s 
with suspicious disfavor, so that as soon as the absinthe 
was ready we drank It quickly and hurried out. Unwit¬ 
tingly, I had made Orwell rather unhappy , since the inci¬ 
dent underlined the gap between the modest bourgeois 
luxuries he could now afford to give himself and his 
friends, and the standards of die working class for which 
he still felt an obscure though slowly receding admiration. 
However, that was not what he talked about, as we walked 
away down Frith Street, both feeling a little sheepish. 
“Didn’t it cost rather a lot, George?” he asked solicitously. 
It had In fact cost only a fraction of the bill he had settled 
half an hour before, but he knew enough about the life of 
young professional writers — this was the year of. my first 
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book— to realize that the pound I had paid out was one 
of the very few in my possession* Naturally,, like Gordon 
Comstock in Keep the Aspidistra Fly imp I dissembled. 

It must have been almost immediately after tins meet¬ 
ing that Orwell went up to the Hebrides and found the 
deserted farmhouse. Barnhill, which he bought on the Isle 
of dura, From that time we naturally saw much less of 
him, but letters arrived quite frequently in which he gave 
vivid little pictures of his life there, and kept us posted on 
his activities. Returning from Switzerland in August 
1946, for example, I found a letter waiting for me in 
which he said that he had just started a novel which he 
hoped to finish in 1947. This was the book that emerged 
out of the gloomy speculations about the world’s future to 
which we had listened during tlic preceding year. It be¬ 
came Nineteen Eighty-Four^ and was destined, though 
none of us then imagined it, to be his last book, 

Knowing Orwell's passion for tea, my wife and I, coffee 
drinkers, would save up our rations and every now and 
again send him a packer of Tv-Phoo Tips, which produced 
the dark, strong brew he liked. One of these packets, in 
September iG.pb evoked a letter in which Orwell de¬ 
scribed existence on Jura; it reflected the intense interest 
he always took in the concrete aspects- of life —■particu¬ 
larly rural life — and also in its social overtones* 

Thanks ever so for the tea — it came just at the Tight mo¬ 
ment heeauf.e this week the -whole of the nearest village is be¬ 
ing brought here in Tarries to get in the field of com id front of 
our house, and of course tea will have 10 flow like water while 
(he job is on. We have been helping the crofter who is our only 
neighbor with his hay and corn, a| least when rain hasn't made 
it impossible to work, Everything is done here in an incredibly 
primitive wav. Even when the field is plowed with a tractor the 
com is still sown broadcast, then scythed and bound up into 
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sheaves by hand. They seem to broadcast com, i.e. uala, all 
over Scotland, and I must say they seem to get it almost, as 
even as can be done by a machine. Owing to the wet they don't 
get the hay in till, about the end of September or even kiter_ h 
sometimes as laie as November, and they cant leave it in the 
open but have to store iL all in lofts. A lot of the com doesn’t 
quite ripen and is fed to the cattle in sheaves like hay. The 
crofters have to work' very hard;, but in many ways they are 
better off and more independent than a town laborer, and they 
would be quite comfortable if they could get a bit of help in 
tile Way of machinery, electrical power and roads, ttnd could 
get the landlords off their backs and get rid of the deer,. These 
animals are so common on this particular island that they are 
an absolute curse. They eat up the pastures where there ought 
to be sheep, and (hey make fencing immensely more expen¬ 
sive than it need be. The crofters aren’t allowed to shoot them, 
and sue constantly having to waste their time dragging car¬ 
casses of deer down from the hills during the Stalking season. 
Everything is sacrificed to the brutes because they are an easy 
Source of meat and therefore profitable to the people who Own 
them, I suppose sooner or later these islands will be taken in 
hand, and then they could cither be turned into a first-rate 
area for dairy produce and meat, or else they would support a 
IaTge population of small peasants living off cattle and fishing. 
In the eighteenth century the population here was 10,000 — 
now less than 300, 

In letters like these — and there were more of them — 
one felt that Orwell was not merely displaying his re¬ 
cently acquired knowledge of the remote Scottish country¬ 
side and its ways of life, but was also expressjug a convic¬ 
tion that the so-called progress which Lad been going on 
for the past three or four generations, and which had ac¬ 
celerated since his childhood, was disrupting a naturally 
balanced society in which a frugal but satisfying agrarian 
■existence had boon viable, Bui he allowed for the possibil¬ 
ity of that trend being eventually diverted, and I found it 
an interesting; indication of the open and undoctrinaire 
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kind of socialism' which he professed that he should con¬ 
sider the re-creation of a peasant class a possible solution 
to the social ills of rural. Scotland, Or was perhaps his 
longing to re-establish the past getting the better of his 
desire to achieve a Socialist futures which he must have 
known would become, if it were built by the Labor Party 
of the 1340^, the very kind of mechanized and centralized 
society that he foresaw with the greatest apprehension? 
My own feeling is that his close involvement at this time 
in the life and problems of a group of survivors from the 
premechanical age like the Jura crofters was directly re¬ 
lated to the passion with which, at the same period., he 
was sketching out far 'Nineteen FAgkht-Four the possible 
ouLcorneof an uncritical faith in process and an unimag¬ 
inative willingness to accept a managerial society, 
whether on the American capitalist, the English Socialist 
or the Hussion Com munist model. 

In September T946 I told Orwell that the Socialist Book 
Center, which up to this time had been an independent 
left-wing venture, had been taken over by Colletts, the 
Communist-controlled chain of bookstores. He said in his 
reply: 

I am quite stunned, How could it have happened? . , . and 
what happens about their public ad ons, for instance the pam¬ 
phlets they were issuing from time to time? There was one of 
mine they published a lew months back, and I don’t even know 
how many copies it sold. 

But Orwell's main concern was not his own pamphlet. 
He saw the importance of tuning a bookstore in London 
where the literature of all movements of political dissent 
could be displayed vyith partisan censorship, 

It is simply calamitous if there isn’t one large, left-wing 
bookshop not under CP control. However, I shouldn't say it 
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would be impossible to set up a successful rival. because any 
CP bookshop must be hampered us a shop by being unable to 
stock ' : ‘tbe wrung’ 1 kind of literature. The thing is to have a 
shop which apart from selling all the left-wing stu.il is a good 
frjofeshop, has a lending library and is managed by semitone 
who knows about books. Hating worked in a bookshop I have 
got ideas on the subject, which Til toll you when I get back. 

When he did return to London in mid-October Orwell 
talked to several people about the prospect of such an In¬ 
dependent bookshop, but nothing came of the idea, 1 do 
not know what happened to his pamphlet in the hands of 
the Communists, though I remember that he instructed 
his agent, Leonard Moore, to follow it up and collect any 
money that might be due. It was the pamphlet entitled 
jamcv Burnham and the Managerial Revolution. 

About this time I was commissioned by Dwight Mac¬ 
donald, then editing Politics in New York, to write a long 
critical essay on. Orwell, I found that several of Orwell’s 
books which are now freely available in paperbacks had 
gone out of print and were virtually unobtainable. Even 
the London Library had no copy of Keep the Aspidistra 
Flying, and, having tried all my friends in vain, I wrote to 
Orwell asking if he could possibly lend me one. I did not 
get the novel, but I did receive a reply that showed the 
sharply critical standards Orwell applied to books of Ms 
own which, for all their evident imperfections, have stood 
the test of time re a son ably well. After remarking that ft 
was "very flattering" to be the subject of an article in Poli¬ 
tics, he continued: 

I haven’t a copy of Kedp ike Aspidistra Flying r I picked up a 
copy in a secondhand shop some men tbs back, but I gave it 
away. There are two or three books which I am ashamed of, 
and have tint allowed to be reprinted or translated,, and that is 
one of them. There is an even worse one called A Clergyman's 
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Daughter This was written hi imply as an exercise, and I 
oughtn't tc] have published It, but I was desperate for money, 
ditto when l wrote Keep the. /I, At that time I simply hadn’t a 
book In me, but I was half-starved and had to turn out some¬ 
thing to bring in £i go or so. 

Both books would have satisfied any ordinary journey- 
man writer, but Orwell took his literary craftsmanship 
very seriously, Hiy writing seemed effortless., but this was 
only because of the exacting discipline he imposed on 
structure and verbal texture alike. 

My article appeared in Politics during the following 
winter, alter Orwell had returned to London. It was ih.e 
first serious essay on Orwell’s work that had yet appeared, 
and on some points it was very critical, particularly of 
those inconsistencies of thought which it is easy to un¬ 
cover in almost anything Orwell wrote about politics. The 
day after die issue arrived in England, I went into the 
Freedom Bookshop, and there I found Orwell, He had just 
bought Politics, and was obviously intend on reading the 
article as soon as he could, I felt rather apprehensive: 1 
had got into trouble with London literary friends over¬ 
much less critical comments on their work. That evening 
Orwell rang me up: he liked the essay and thought it was 
as good a first study as any writer could expect. He ob¬ 
jected only to one paragraph, in which I had accused him 
of political opportunism for arguing that conscription 
Could not be avoided in time of war hut that as soon as 
hostilities were ended it must be resisted as an infringe¬ 
ment on the liberties of the individual, But even here his 
protest took a surprisingly mild form. “I have my reasons 
for arguing like that/' he said, but he never explained 
them, 

Orwell stayed in London from October 1946 to April 
1947, It was the hardest winter we had endured for many 
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years, and Orwell s uttered flora severe attacks of bronchi¬ 
tis which kept him in bed for weeks on end. I remember 
more than once going round lo his flat in the middle of Lire 
day and finding him in pajamas and a shaggy dressing 
gown, looking exception illy gaunt and pale, but working 
at Ins typewriter on a review or article for some editor to 
whom he had made a promise he did not. wish to break. 
Money was no longer so important to him as it had been hi 
the past, but the years of journalism had established the 
deadline habit, and lie was too workmanlike in his atti¬ 
tude towards writing to feel happy about Jetting down 
anyone w T ho was relying on him. 

Alter Orwell left for Jura in April 1947, wc did not sec 
him again; for him it was the last of die good summers. 
He invited us to join him in the Hebrides whenever we felt 
Inclined, and sent an elaborate timetable of trains, boats, 
buses and hired cars. But that year wc could not afford the 
fares for the two-day journey from London, and wc had to 
be content with the letters that arrived fairly frequently 
until the autumn. Looking through them, I find Orwell 
telling me details of the island life — he had just started 
cuLiing peat, "which I think is re filly loss work than cut¬ 
ting wood” ■— and approving of my in ten Lion at. that time 
to write a book on Oscar Wilde, Tve always been very pro- 
Wilde,” he commented. "1 particularly like Dorian Gtag, 
absurd as it is in a way.” I suspect that Orwell's liking for 
Wilde was based mainly on his natural sympathy for the 
defeated, since there is little in common between the aus¬ 
terity of his own work and the lushness of Wilde’s, except 
perhaps a shared liking for surface color, which in Or¬ 
well's ease comes out most strongly in Burmese Days, 
However, he did realize, more than most people, that there 
was a very serious side to Wilde's character, and when I 
edited a. new edition of The Soul of Man Under Socialism 7 
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which appeared at the end of 1947, he wrote an article on 
the leader page of the Observer, in which he talked of 
Wilde's ideas as a contribution to Socialist thought that 
merited discussion. Wilde's libertarian attitude was really 
not far removed from his. own. Nevertheless: when one 
remembered his attacks on intellectual Socialists and on 
“pansy poets" during the 1930’s, his Liking for Wilde did 
seem a typical Orwellian inconsistency. 

During that summer on Jura, Orwell was working with, 
difficulty on Nmetejen Eighty-Four, which he did not now 
expect to finish before the spring of 1948. 

It always takes me a hell of a time to write a book even if I 
am doing nothing else, and I can’t help doing an occasionai 
article., usually for some American magazine, because one 
must cam money occasion ally H 

It way at this time, in August, that Orwell took a deci¬ 
sion which many of his friends regarded with foreboding. 
He announced that, apart from a trip 10 London in No¬ 
vember, he intended to winter on Jura. With hi* precari¬ 
ous health, and after the had attacks of bronchitis during 
the preceding winter, it seemed the height of quixotic folly 
for him to remain in the damp, raw autumn and whiter 
climate of the Hebrides, hut he was the kind of man with 
whom, one krew T beforehand, it was useless to. argue once 
he had made up his mind. Moreover, he had thought up 
plenty of reasons for staying, and he detailed diem to rne 
in a letter which made me feel that lie had really found hi 
the remote and fairly primitive communities of Jura 
something approaching that semi-idyllic “golden country'' 
so nostalgically evoked in his novels. 

I can work here with fewer m terra p dons, and 1 think we 
shall be less- cold here. The climate, although wet, is not quite 
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so cold as .Engwnd, and II is much easier to get fuel, . , , 
Part of ilie winter niuj be pretty bleak and one Is sometimes 
cut off from the mainland for a week or two, but it doesn't 
matter so long an you have flour in hand to make scones. Lat¬ 
terly the weather has been quite incredible, and I am afraid 
we shall he paying for it soon. Last week we went round in the 
boat and spent a couple of days on the completely uninhabited 
Atlantic side of the island in an empty shepherd’s hut — no- 
beds, but otherwise quite Comfortable. There are beautiful 
white beaches round that side, and if you do about an hour’s 
cliinb into tine hills you come to lochs which are full, of trout 
bull never fished because too unget-atable. This week of course 
we’ve all been breaking out backs helping to get the hay in. 
. , . After September the weather gets pretty wild, though 1 
know there are very warm days even, in midwinter. 

It has often been suggested since Orwell’s death that, a 
suicidal impulse drove him to the Hebrides. I think the 
evidence of all the letters he wrote to his friends from 
those almost deserted Islands showy that he went there 
seeking not self-destruction but life and renewal, and that, 
as John Wain has said, it was a tragic irony that the cli¬ 
mate of Jura should have helped to speed his death. 

In the event, Orwell did not make his November nip to 
London. He had felt unwell intermittently during the 
summer, be had overtaxed his strength helping with farm 
work, and in October he and Richard were wrecked on a 
fishing trip. He told me ■ 

Yes, we did nearly get drowned, and ended up by managing 
to scramble ashore on a tiny islet after losing both the engine 
and the oars from the boat, so that we couldn’t get off again. 
Very luckily some lobster fishermen happened to pass and saw 
the fire we had lit, so we got away after a few hours. Richard 
enjoyed every minute of it except when he was in the water. 

All these circumstances helped to undermine hh preca¬ 
rious health, but in the last week of October he was still 


44 the crystax spirit 

planning to leave for London, and told me to expect him 
about the seventh of November, Almost Immediately after 
ml ting he took to Ms bed' he was seriously ill with tuber¬ 
culosis of the left lung. He stayed bedridden, at home, for 
two months, and when he next wrote me. in January 
194B. it was from a hospital on the mainland in Lanark¬ 
shire to which he had been removed a fortnight before. 
His ailing lung was being put out of action, but he re¬ 
marked stoically, T have been a bit less like death, since 
being here/" and he was hop:ful of being about again by 
the summer and of getting a correspondent’s job in a 
warm ■climate to sec him through Lhe following winter. 

Sickness did not diminish Orwell's interest in what 
went on around him. He com merited on books which 1 
sent him, talked about nineteenth century travel writing 
about South America and Its “wonderful Acadian atmos¬ 
phere,” and became much ounce tried over the public atti¬ 
tude towards civil liberties and the record of the Labor 
government on this field. An agitation for discriminatory 
legislation against former .Fascists had been going on in 
the Tribune, and the Labor Party had embarked on a 
purge of Communists in the civil service, using methods 
of Investigation which did not allow suspects to confront 
their accusers. Orwell’s comments to me on these two is¬ 
sues seem particularly revealing of his state of mind at 
this time; On the question of the ex-Fascists he wrote in 
January: 

I hope the F.D,C. is doing something about these constant 
demands to outlaw- Mosley and Ce, Tribiimfs attitude I think 
has. been shameful p and when the nr her week Zilliacus wrote 
in demanding what amounts to fascist legislation and crea¬ 
tion of second-class citizens, nobody seems ro have replied, 
The whole thing Is simply a thinly disguised desire to perse¬ 
cute people who can-t fight back, as obviously the Mosley lot 
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don't matter a damn and can’t ge,t a Teal mass folio wine. I 
think It’s, a coho for a pamphlet, arid I only wish I felt well 
enough to T-VTue one. The centra] thing one must, come to 
termiii. with is- the argument, always advanced by those advo¬ 
cating repressive legislation, that “you cannot allow democracy 
to he used to overtlnow democracy — you cm mot allow free¬ 
dom to those who merely use it in order to destroy freedom, 1 ’ 
This of course is irne., and both Fascists and Communists do 
aim at making use of democracy in order to destroy it, But. 
if you carry this to its conclusions,, there can bo no case for 
allowing any political or intellectual freedom whatever- Evi¬ 
dently therefore it is a matter of distinguishing between a 
real and a merely theoretical threat to democracy, and no 
one should be persecuted for expressing his opinions, however 
antisocial and no political organ'ration suppressed, unless it 
can be shown that there is a substantial threat to the stability 
of the state r 


Two months later, In March, Orwell wrote to me of the 
case of the Communist civil servants,, and asked me to 
make sure that the Freedom Defense Committee took 
some kind of stand. 


It’s not easy to have a clear position [he admitted], because, 
if one admits the rights o£ governments to govern., one must 
admit their right to choose suitable agents, and I think may 
organisation, e.g, a political party, has a right to protect itself 
against infiltration. But at the same time, the zu&y in which 
the government seems to be going to work is vaguely disquiet¬ 
ing, and the whole phenomenon seems to me part of the gen¬ 
eral breakdown, of the democratic outlook, Only a week or two 
ago the Communists themselves were shouting for unconstitu¬ 
tional methods t.o be used against the Fascists, now the same 
methods arc to he used against themselves, ami in another 
year nr two a pm-Communist government might.be using them 
against us. Mean while the general apathy about freedom of 
speech, etc.* constantly grows, and that: matters much more 
than what may be on the statute books. 
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By showing Orwell defending two groups he detested, 
these letters demonstrate the genuineness of his liber¬ 
tarian convictions, and also, since they were written dur¬ 
ing lbe long interludes of illness that broke the actual 
writing of iV inctecn Eighty-Four into two parts, they indi¬ 
cate the kind of anxieties which were present in his mind 
at this time. In public apathy, and in the disregard of 
basic freedoms by a Labor government, and by the intellec¬ 
tuals. of the Tribune group with whom he had formerly 
been associated, he saw the kind of dangers that might 
conceivably end in some society similar to that of his fie- 

r' 

tiorial Oceania. 

During the spring and early summer of 1948 Orwell 
seemed to be recovering steadily. In April he told me that 
in spite of some bad side effects, the streptomycin treat¬ 
ment. appeared to have done so well chat there was no 
longer any trace of infection in his lungs. He tallied of 
getting out of hospital soon, of .making short trips to Jura 
and even, later on, to London. '‘Actually T he remarked, 
"they are anxious to prevent me from going up to Jura ai 
all, as they think 1 shall immediately start chopping wood, 
etc,, but I really don't think I should when ( am short of 
breath as at present.'' In June he was getting up and going 
out for short periods, and in July bis recovery seemed so 
advanced that the doctors gave in to his burning desire to 
return to jura, on condition that be live very quietly and 
Lake a great deal of rest. "It will be rather a bore not behl| 
able to go ilshlng, etc., but it’s worth it. T don't mind being, 
in bed as I have got used to writing (here:* On the twcuty- 
third of July he wrote me a brief, hasty note on a scrap 
from an exercise book to say that he was leaving the hos¬ 
pital and going back to the island. They, seem to think I'm 
preLiy well cured and will end up perfectly O.K, so long as 
I don't, relapse during the next few months.” 
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But the return lo Jura meant a return From the peculiar 
mental isolation that seems to enfold all tuberculosis hos¬ 
pitals, to the preoccupations of Orwell’s ordinary life. He 
began to pick up the threads of writing, and with that to 
foci again the sense of urgency that In recent years had 
inspired so much of his work. For well over half a year he 
had done no tiling on Nineteen Eigh ty-F oi.tr, and now lie 
decided that he must finish the book. He wrote a few brief 
articles and reviews for the Observer and other papers to 
earn sonic ready money, hut otherwise he concentrated on 
finishing the novel, writing few letters in comparison with 
die considerable correspondence he had kept going From 
hospital, Many miles away from the nearest doctor, he 
steadily overtaxed his strength during the summer 
months. By September he began to relapse, but, though he 
was in *'a ghastly state,” he did not leave the island for 
treatment until December; he insisted on finishing his 
novel beforehand. “The effort of doing so didn’t make me 
any better,"’'he said. He talked about pressing letters from 
publishers and about the fact that he had earned very lit¬ 
tle money since 1347, but there was such an urgency 
about his desire to finish the book that I suspect these 
were only rationalizations. ‘Nineteen Eighty-Four was un¬ 
ashamedly a book with a med§rge 7 and even during hi.5 
illness, as the letters I have quoted suggest, he was anx¬ 
ious for that message to get on its way to the public as 
quickly as possible, though he did not foresee how widely 
it would spread or how strangely it would bo misinter¬ 
preted. It is also likely that when his health did begin to 
grow worse again in September, Orwell realized more 
strongly than before the possibility of not recovering and 
worked on because he wished to present in complete form 
the book which was to become bis testament. 

When I heard from Orwell for the last time, early in 
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T949 y lie'had left Scotland and was being treated at a s:tn- 
atorlum in tlie Cots wolds. He seemed relatively con tent 
there, and same of the grim old Orwellian humor came 
hack when he discussed his treatment. “They are giving 
me something called PAS which I suspect of being a high- 
sounding name for aspirins, but they say it is the latest 
thing and gives good results. If necessary I can have an¬ 
other go at streptomycin, which certainly seemed to im¬ 
prove me last time,, but the secondary effects arc. so un¬ 
pleasant that it's a bit like sinking the ship to drown the 
rats/ 7 He was still interested in the ailairs of the Freedom 
Defense Committee, which was now waning fast. Charac¬ 
teristically he expressed regret at not being able to con¬ 
tribute to the funds as generously as in the past, He had 
found sickness expensive, and nm.il Nineteen Eight.ij-Fonr 
came off the press he felt that he must continue to he eco¬ 
nomical. With the caution of a professional writer with a 
long experience of low incomes, he thought that he would 
be lucky if he made five hundred pounds out of the novel. 
In spite of the success of Animal Farm.., he did not realize, 
or was unwilling to acknowledge, that at forty-five he had 
become a successful and even a fashionable writer. The 
Orwell Boom had begun; the Orwell Cult wag soon to fol¬ 
low., 

In the spring of 1949 my wife, and I left England for 
Canada (“The sort of country that could be full for a bit, 
especially if you like fishing," Orwell had commented 
when he heard of out plans). Our last wrecks in London 
w r cre busy with the multitudinous arrangements that were 
necessary in the Age of Austerity before one coo Id transfer 
one's home from England ro any other country. Wo 
thought of paying Orwell a farewell visit,, but never found 
the time for it. It was one of die omissions one regrets 
after it cannot he rectified. When we reached Canada T 
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wroLe two or three letters to Orwell; lie was too sick to 
answer, Later I heard from Julian Symons that his condi¬ 
tion bad taken a serious turn for the worse, and that lie 
was now in the University College Hospital [fl Loudon. 
Then* at a part}- in Vancouver on a snowy evening in the 
first days of 1950, one of the guests carne in and told me 
that the news of Orwell's death had just come over the 
radio. A silence fell over the room, and I realized that this 
gentle, modest and angry man had already become a fig¬ 
ure of world myth. 


II 

Life Against Odds 

The Themes of Om^elLs Fictum 


T HE MYTH of Orwell is that of the tortured, tragic 
writer, who died Id his prune after a life of heroic 
hardships, and left as his testament the haunting and ad¬ 
monitory nightmare of a future dominated by conimu- 
nism, He appears in the myth as a. figure hardly recog¬ 
nizable by those who knew him, a being of apocalyptic 
vision, touched by genius, gif Led with tongues, but at heart 
the epitome of the plain man in out democratic age, in¬ 
venting words like doiihlsthink that have passed speak- 
ably into the language and proclaiming his horrifying 
revelation to the faithful in Leons which they are con¬ 
vinced they understand. 

The faithful in this case arc the most heterogenous fol¬ 
lowing a writer can ever have accumulated. They include, 
on the Right, conservatives and free-enterprisers of every 
color, from Christopher Hollis and the more educated fol¬ 
lowers of Barry Gold water to the editors of Time and that 
blind and miserable news vendor who fhrusL a copy of 
Nhinteeft. Eighty-Four into the Lands of Isaac Deuiscbcr 
in New York, saying, "You must .read it, sir. Then you will 
know why w r e must drop the atom bomb on the Bolshies T 
Far to the left, the iieo-Qrwciilans also Include the An¬ 
archists, who have hailed Nineteen Eighty-Four as the ex¬ 
position in brilliant fiction of all that, Bakunin ever said 
against, the Marxist view of the state; they forget that 
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Once,, hi his essay cm Gandhi,. Orwell put an unerring fin¬ 
ger on 'the totalitarian element, in anarchism itself, the 
nigh [mare of. a society ruled by a public opinion so power¬ 
ful that it can take the place of law. between the extremes 
eotnt the middled-the-way Socialists, who remember Or- 
wells links- 'With the Thrush Labor Party, and arc just as 
willing as the conservatives to accept the picture el him as 
the single-minded foe of communism, precisely because 
this allows them their own form of forgetfulness — forget- 
fulness of the fact that Orwell saw the seeds of $irwtcen 
Eighlii-Four waiting for germination in every Socialist 
and managerial system, and of the equally uncornfena¬ 
ble fact that more than a decade before, in The ~R.aad to 
Wigan Pier, he made the most savage attack on doctri¬ 
naire socialism ever launched from the left. 

Finally, there arc the Intellectuals of camps and cam¬ 
puses who have united in claiming Orwell as their own, 
from the American ex-Trotskyists, who were lik fellow 
contributors, to the Partisrm Rei-iezta to those drab young 
English writers, singularly misnamed by journalists "the 
angry young men," who found in GrwelTs view of working- 
class life a false affinity with their own predilection for 
the grayer aspects of existence in contemporary Britain, 
In comparison with such dubious disciples, Orwell sdll 
shines out, half a. generation later, as a noble and colorful 
figure, large in act and vision, the almost com pie m oppo¬ 
site of the narrow-visioned academics who have closed In 
during the present generation on the literary worlds of 
both Britain and North America. He was himself an intel¬ 
lectual of the auto-didactic kind, yet the per si stem at Lacks 
on the. intellectual caste which recur in his books, from 
Keep the Aspidistra Flump in the mid-Thirties until his 
death, and which reach a rather shrill intensity in the 
London Letters he sent to Partisan Revieru during the war 
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years, ore completely sincere. ITe never denied Lhat intel¬ 
lectuals perform a necessary function in a literate society, 
ana lie never allowed himself to be led away into those 
Lawrencian absurdities Lhat elevate instinct above reason. 
Bui lie knew that intellectuals are in constant danger of 
being trapped in their own mental constructions, of lie- 
coming cu I.lists or coterie men, and he would have re¬ 
garded the superficial “Onvellism” that has flour!sited 
among them In recent, years as an intellectual malady rid 
less dangerous than tile Stalinist mid pacifist cults which 
lie denounced during the igi^o’s. 

When people of widely differing viewpoints — conser¬ 
vatives and Anarchists, Socialists and liberals, aging aca¬ 
demics and young writers bom old — find encourage¬ 
ment for their attitudes in a single author's work, we can 
reasonably assume that each of them is missing some¬ 
thing, and that the work, considered as a whole, must be a 
good deal more complex than it appears at first sight. Or¬ 
well did not seek to be all things to all men; far from it. 
And if today he arouses echoes in such various minds, if is 
due more than anything else to the paradoxical fact that 
in aspiring to make his prose pure and transparent, he 
wrote with an appearance of simplicity which concealed 
the pro Lean complexity that often characterized his 
thoughts and arguments. 

A great deal of tins complexity came from the fact that 
Orwell was a man who tended to glory in Iris contradic¬ 
tions and In the unsystematic nature of his thought. He 
was the last of a rJnctcciith-ccntury tradition of individu¬ 
alist radicals which bred such men as 1 Jazlitg Cobbctt and 
Dickens, He. tended to move, rather eccentrically and eiu- 
sivcly between the poles of opinion to which most men 
remain tethered once they have taken up an attitude at die 
end of youth; in his most radical moods he was never 
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afraid to sound what seemed to Ms critics the jarring not§ 
of conservatism. His outlook, iri fact, was the reverse of 
sectarian, and he detested "the smelly little orthodoxies* 
as he called them, hy which Ire •meant all the closed sys¬ 
tems of thought from Catholicism to communism. Bis 
own limit a lions of thought and feeling, his obsessions and 
his enthusiasms, were always personal and temperamen¬ 
tal rather than partisan and theoretical. He did not have 
the kind of caution that prevented him from assuming la¬ 
bels; in the early Thirties he called himself ar» Anarchist, 
and in the late Thirties, and with dwindling conviction to 
the end of his life, he called himself a Socialist, Gut he 
was never in any sense a party man, and the allegiances 
he acknowledged did net prevent him from expressing- 
high Iy unorthodox opinions. 

The appearance of inconsistency which one so often de¬ 
tects in following the opinions Orwell expressed on a 
given subject over a relatively brief period arose from the 
shift In his attitude which took place whenever the subject 
moved from the abstract and general to the concrete and 
personal. One finds him, for example, denouncing with 
great feeling the principles and institutions of Imperial¬ 
ism, yet when he comes down to particulars, he is whiling 
to grant that British imperialism is better than the newer 
imperialisms that will follow it,, and when lie reaches the. 
personal level he points out the virtues of good imperial 
administrators and suggests that even the worst of them 
deserve our sympathy. “The life of the Anglo-Indian offi¬ 
cials,” he said in Burmese Days, “is not all jam, Tn com¬ 
fortless camps, in sweltering offices, in gloomy dak bunga¬ 
lows smelling of dust and earth-oil, they earn, perhaps, 
the right to be a little disagreeable/ He was even willing to 
say more than a good word for Kipl itig, 

Perhaps the most striking example of Orwell's desire to 
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be fair to his opponents as persons even when he detested 
everything they stood for is shown in his attitude towards 
Hi Hen Orwell loathed every tenet and every act of nazism, 
arid if he devoted more time to the exposure of the rival 
Creed of communism, it was only because he felt that 
there was more danger of the Communists being able to 
deceive and dominate the left in democratic countries. Yet 
he was unable to close his heart even to Hitler as a human 
being, and in the beginning of the .war he had the moral 
courage to write in the Neut English Weekly an article 
which is a model of the imaginative understanding of m 
enemy’s character. He said; 

I have never been able to dislike Hitler. Ever since lie came 
to power — till then, like nearly everyone, I had been de¬ 
ceived into thinking that be did not. matter I have reflected 
that I would certainly liill him if I could get within reach of 
him., but that I could feel no personal animosity,- The fact is 
.that; there is. something deeply appealing about him. One feels 
it again when one sees his photographs, . , , It is a path she, 
doglike face, the [ace of a man suffering under intolerable 
wrongs. In a rather more manly way it reproduces the expres¬ 
sion of innumerable pictures of Christ crucified, and there is 
no doubt that this Is how Hitler sees himself. The. initial, per¬ 
sonal cause of his grievance against the universe can only be 
guessed at; but at any rate the grievaries is there. He is the 
martyr, the victim., Prometheus chained to the rock, the self- 
sacrificing boro who fights single-handed against impossible 
odds. If he were fighting a mouse he would know how to make 
it seem like a dragon. One feels, as with Napoleon, that be is 
fighting against destiny, that ha catii win, and yet that some¬ 
how he deserves to. The attraction of such a pose is of course 
enormous: half of the films one sees fetfcirf upon such a theme. 

Tins passage does not merely show that Orwell could 
understand the charismatic appeal Hitler made to vast 
numbers of Germans, sc that, they identified their own 
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personal and collective grievances with Ills. Ii also demon- 
strates a number of the component aspects of Orwell's 
peEsona as a writer: scrupulous honesty, shown particu- 
tarlv in his admission of his own earlier underestimation 
of lb tiers importance; curiosity about the unusual in 
human mental ity; vv dim guess to go against accepted atti¬ 
tudes; even a slightly perverse streak: of defiance which 
makes him state a little too forcibly a ease which he 
knows will be unpopular. Most significant of ail is the fact 
that Orwell presents Hitler not as the creator of a mass 
party or as die ruler of a nation, ensconced on the pyra¬ 
mid of power, but as a solitary figure, alone with bis griev¬ 
ance and doomed, in the end, to failure. 

Til other words,, Hitler as 'Orwell &eei him resembles the 
typical Orwellian anti-hero. From Flory in Burmese Days 
to Winston Smith in Eighty-Four,, the central 

figure of every Orwell novel is a solitary, detached by some 
Scar in his pa si from the world in which he finds himself T 
compelled to live the double existence of the misfit, and, 
alter inevitable and ineffectual rebellion, doomed to fail 
and be destroyed or finally and hopelessly ro be enslaved. 
Here we reach the point where polemical contradictions 
merge in the artist's consistent, vi si an. 


a 

I Is Nineteen Eighty-Four, Orwell’s final, most ambitious 
novel, the struggle of the solitary anti-hero forms the 
fictional pattern underlying the grim polemical picture of 
Utopia achieved. Here the particular and the general coa¬ 
lesce: the tragedy of society mid the tragedy of the individ- 
ual who is its victim reflect each other and finally come 
together. In didactic terms Orwell is trying to convey the 
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view lie hold during the years between 1946 and 1948, 
that in every modem society without exception there were 
tendencies which, allowed to develop unchecked„ might 
bring us within a generation into a world where ajl the: 
values of truth and justice* mercy and freedom, decency 
and equality, which we have cherished since Brutus laid 
his hand on Caesar, would be sacrificed to make way for a 
new world in which Utopia would emerge In its own gross 
and terrifying caricature under the sign of "‘a boot stamp¬ 
ing on a human face —■ forever,” 

At this point the general and the individual tragedies 
are joined. For the boot stamping on the face was not 
merely a political ini ago. It was the symbol of a personal 
nightmare that had been haunting Orwell at least since 
1937, when lie was given a foretaste of the totalitarian 
Utopia through his participation in the Spanish civil war 
as a member of the militia attached to a left-wing dissi¬ 
dent party* the POUM ; , which was eventually hunted down 
and almost exterminated by the Communists in Catalonia. 
Images of scamping boots and crushed faces., of human 
compassion destroyed by political brutality, began to ap¬ 
pear in his writings and his conversation long before he 
had even conceived Eighty-Four, George Bowl¬ 

ing, file herd of Coming Up for Air (written in 1938)., at¬ 
tends a Left Book Club meeting' in a respectable bond on 
suburb, and all at once imagines himself within the mind 
of the professional anu-Fascdst who is speaking. 

I saw the vision that he was seeing. And it wasn’t at all 
the kind of vision that can be talked abou L What he "a saying 
is merely that Hitler’s after ns and we must all get together 
and have a good hate. Doesn’t go into details. Leaves it all re- 
spectahJe. But what he's, seamy is something quite different* 
it's (he picture of himself smashing people’s faces in with a 
spanner. Fascist faces, of course, I knam that's what he’s see- 
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mg. It was what I saw myself for riie second or two that I 
vvas inside him. Smash! Right in the mlddlel The hunes cave 
in like an eggshell and tv hat was a face a minute ago is just 
a great big blob oj strawberry jam. Smash! There goes an¬ 
other 1 That's what's, in Ms mind, waking and sleeping, and the 
more he thinks of it, the more be likes iu And it's all 0-K- 
bccausc the smashed faces belong to Fascists You could hear 
all that in the tone of his voice. 

Whai Bowling sees going on secretly in the mind Of the 
anti-Fascist speaker becomes explicit and open In the 
statements of the Inner Party official O’Brien in Nineteen 
Eighty-Four when he uses the image of the hoot on the 
face to represent the everlasting reign of terror for its own 
sake which the loner Party imposes on the people of 
Oceania. For Winston Smith at the very same moment it 
represents the extremity of his personal defeat. And in 
this connection it is interesting, and a. little startling, to 
find Orwell in 1943 applying a similar image to himself 
when he writes to a friend complaining about the propa¬ 
ganda work he has to do at the: BBC and ending with ihe 
bitter sentence; "At present Iin just an orange that’s been 
trodden on by a very dirty bool.” 

The fact that such images, applied both in fiction and 
towards his oyvn personal life, begin to appear as early as 
IC13S and are repeated over die decade until the comple¬ 
tion of Nineteen Eighty-Four weakens the arguments of 
those who contend that the darkness of Orwell's vision in 
his final nove] was due to his sickness or to his sense of 
impending death. There is a great deal of reason to con¬ 
clude that, so far as Orwell was concerned, die writing of 
Nineteen Eighty-Four was a kind of cathartic process, a 
purging of all the apprehensions that had been haunting 
him unendurahlv for many years. It is true that after the 
novel was completed he himself blamed some of its crudi- 
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ties of expression and form, such as the neo-Gothlc torture 
scenes in Boom jci, on his illness, but the framing night¬ 
mare had been present in iiis mind for a whole decade, 
and I believe that the urgency with which he completed 
the novel, at great peril to his health, was due largely to an 
inner need to end a task that would finally expel the dark¬ 
ness from Ms System, After the book was completed, and 
when Orwell’s condition showed delusive signs of im¬ 
provement in the months immediately preceding his 
death, he began to talk of turning away from the polemi¬ 
cal writing he had been carrying put since 1938, and pro¬ 
ducing novels concerned mainly with personal problems 
and personal relationships, in the manner, as he said, of 
Conrad. 

One must also remember that the grim political fore¬ 
bodings and personal nightmares to which Orwell gave 
expression in Nineteen Eighty-Four did not dominate him 
even then to the exclusion of very different thoughts. At 
this point we have to consider the significance of the 
novel’s second face. Orwell was in many ways a man of 
extraordinary mental and emotional resilience, and the 
source ol his self-regenerative power lay in his joy in the 
ordinary, common experiences of day-to-day existence 
and particularly of contact with nature, lie fed from the 
earth, like Antons, and Ms happiest recollections of youth, 
like his happiest letters, were concerned in some way or 
another with rural experiences. 

The pleasures he most enjoyed;, even as an adult, were 
those of an Arcadian simplicity, as one can sec from look¬ 
ing through the occasional essays he wrote for Me 'Trib¬ 
une. He enjoyed planting fruit trees and seeing them 
grow, he liked watching birds and toads, collecting moths 
and catching fish. Though when I knew him he never had 
the voice to sing them, he got a great deal of pleasure out 
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of popular songs, in which he found die Socialist movc- 
inem sadly lacking* and when he said hi one of his essays 
that he would sooner have written “Come Where the 
Booze is Cheaperthan L The Blessed Damozel," he was 
not being merely perverse; ihc music hall song was associ¬ 
ated in his mind with the tangible pleasure of ordinary, 
uncomplicated people, while Rossetti's poem could only 
have been written by an aesthete who had achieved mi al¬ 
most complete divorce between arL and life, even his own 
lifof Apan from popular songs, I never heard Orwell ex¬ 
press any opinions about music, and llayner Ifeppensta.ll 
main tains Lit at be had no ear at. all for classical composi¬ 
tions. Tills would fit in with Ms essentially naturalistic at¬ 
titude, for classical music has always been the moist un¬ 
natural and abstract of the arts. In painting his taste was 
definitely for the styles that seemed host to reflect the color 
and movement of natural life, and his interest ended with 
the postimpressionists. I still have a postcard reproduction 
of a Degas painting which he sent me, and I remember a 
Gauguin print pasted on the great, screen in his living 
room, but after Cezanne die only painter who attracted 
his attention was Dali, whom he regarded as a psychologi¬ 
cal monstrosity rather than a significant painter. Even in 
literature Orwell distrusted any aesthetic other than a nat¬ 
uralistic and popular one. Once only, in the Trafalgar 
Square scene in The Clergyman s Daughter* did he write 
anything that could be regarded as experimental in the 
Joyce!an sense, and while Coming Up for Air derives a 
great deal from Pruustian time-juggling and Prousts theo¬ 
ries of memory, there is little sign of the influence of the 
French writer on die actual style of this or any other Or¬ 
well book. 

Later I shall discuss in much greater detail Orwell's 
views on the aesthetics of writing. The point 1 wish to 
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make elI present is that his naturalism permeated every 
aspect of his outlook. In the essay "Why J Write," which 
he wrote towards the end of his life, he said, "So long as I 
remain alive and well I shall continue to feel strongly 
about prose style, to love the surface of the eftxdi, and to 
take a pleasure in solid objects and scraps of useless infor¬ 
mation." Here Orwell is relating his aesthetic to his emo¬ 
tional life; the craftsmanly clarity to which he aspired in 
his prose was intended not only to present his arguments 
clearly but also to portray with impressionistic vividness 
the character of the visible world as he saw it, that almost 
Keatsian world where beauty and truth become each 
other's manifestations in the same wsty as, in Orwell's 
view, the quality of prose is inextricably linked with the 
intention of veracity, 

I mention Keats, and 1 am reminded that while every 
writer on Orwell has noticed the extent to 'which he was 
influenced by Victorian writers, few have paid much at¬ 
tention to the parallels between his attitudes and those of 
die Romantics, Yet when he turned to verse he wrote like 
a bad Shelley; his solitary heroes had all a touch of dimin¬ 
ished By ranis tip and his attitude towards the people re¬ 
sembled Wordsworth's, Like Wordsworth, he sought, in 
his deliberate colloquialism, to use what the Romantic 
poet descried as “a selection of the language really used 
bv men" fake him again* he turned for a vision of the 
desirable way of life to a past in which, he thought men 
lived according to more natural rhythms than the subur¬ 
banites who even in his day were quickly becoming the 
typical modern men of the Western world> The passage 
from die preface to Lyrical Balia da in which Wordsworth 
justified his choice of rural characters, settings and 
themes parallels closely Orwell's arguments in favor of 
the country life. Wordsworth said: 
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Humble iijd rustic life was generally chosen because, in 
that condition, the essential passions Of the heart find a better 
soil In which they cirri attain their maturity, are le&s under 
restraint, and speak a plainer and more emphauc language; 
because in that condition of life OUT elementary feelings co¬ 
exist In a state of greater simplicity, and, consequently, may 
be more accurately contemplated, and more forcibly communi¬ 
cated; because the fit armors of rural life germinate frnm those 
elementary feelings, and, from the necessary character of 
rur-il occupations, are more easily eomprehended, and mors 
durable; and, lastly, because in that condition the passions of 
men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent forms 
of nature. 

In such terms Orwell might have justified the idyllic de¬ 
scription of tt rural childhood in Canrmsj Lip for Air which 
is one of Ills finest passages of prose, 

Orwell did not merely idealize this .kind of life in fiction. 
He sought to attain il personally in the 1 ci^o's, when he 
re treated front a hack's attic in Kentish Town to the Hert¬ 
fordshire tillage of Walling Lon,, and tried to live by run¬ 
ning a small shop, keeping chickens and cultivating a 
large garden. Towards the end of his life he followed the 
same urge by departing even farther from Lhe malign cen¬ 
ters of civilization in his flight to the Hebrides, where 
rural life 'was at that time still unmechanjzed and simple, 
and where contact with “the beautiful and permanent" 
forms of nature was unavoidable — i'rp fact, tragically so. 

While Orwell considered that a rustic life, Far from the 
cities he hated, was the best of all. he also believed that 
the life of working men, at least ouLside the suburban in¬ 
dustrial estates that, were growing up around London, had 
retained sortie of the natural vigor of rural existence; ill 
The: Road to Wigan Pier : describing a descent into the 
Lancashire mines to see Lhe men at work on. the coal 
faces, he rhapsodizes on the splendid physiques and the 


LIFE AOAEtfST ODES 65 


magnificent adaptability to their tasks of the colliers he 
watched there. In the same book he presents the working 
class as possessing a distinct Eve way of life and even a 
distinctive culture which make thorn almost a different 
species from the middle class, more robust, more hum an , 
above all more natural. 

In a working-class home —I am not thinking at the mo¬ 
rn ent Of the unemployed, -but of comparatively prosperous 
homes ■—you breathe a warm, decent, deeply hum an atmos¬ 
phere which it:is not easy to find elsewhere. I should say that 
a manual worker, if he is iTi Steady work and drawing good 
wages— an "if 1 which gets bigger and bigger—has a hotter 
chance of being happy than an “educated” man. His home 
life seems to fall more naturally into a sane and comely 
shape. I have often been struck by the peculiar easy com¬ 
pleteness, the perfect symmetry as it were, of a working-class 
ulterior at its best. Especially in winter evenings after tea, 
when the fire glows In the open range and dances mirrored 
in the steel fender, when Father in shirtsleeves sits in the 
rocking chair at one side of the lire reading the racing finals, 
and Mother sits on the other with her sewing, and the children 
are happy with a pennorth of mint humbugs- and the dog 
lolls roasting himself on the rag mat — it is a good place to be 
in, provided you can be not only in it but sufficiently of it to 
he taken for granted. 

An Idyllic — impossibly idyllic — picture no doubt, 
but real enough to Orwell when, be envisaged it as a con¬ 
trast to the shabby-genteel villas Inhabited bv the poor but 
pretentious members of the lower-uppcr-middlc-class 
from which he came. The adjectives hs uses are particu¬ 
larly significant i dcceiit, human , sans* comely t the typical 
adjectives of Orwellian approval, defining the virtues of 
solid, ordinary men, arid combined appropriate!}' with an 
emphasis on completeness and symmetry. What Orwell is 
trying to show us is a Life which, because of the simplicity 


66 the crystal spirit 

and naturalness of the demands of Lhh&e who live Hj has 
achieved an equilibrium which nn m idd'le-class life can 
rival. All that was best in the English tradition as it had 
survived into the twentieth century Orwell saw conserved 
among such families as he describes in this passage, and 
when, like a proletarian father, be drank his own tea out 
of a saucer or smoked cigarettes made of black shag, he 
was making his tribute to the self-sufficient excellence of 
working-class life at its best. 

Hut when Of well went and actually lived for several 
months of 193G among the minors and unemployed 
workers of the North of England, and tried to establish 
with them the kind of relation ship he had built up fn the 
“squalid little democracy” of tramps when he mingled with 
them iai 192a (the experience described in the latter part 
of Doitm ami Out in Paris and London }, lie found that the 
barriers,of class were almost as impenetrable as those that 
divide one Hindu caste from another. 

For some months J lived entirely in coal miners" houses. I 

ace my meal* with the family, I washed at the kitchen sink, 

3 shared bedrooms with miners, drank beer with them, played 

darts With them, talked to them by the Lour togcliter. But 

though I was among them, and I hone and irusc they did not 

find me a nuisance.. I was not one or them, and they knew it 

■even better than f did. . , , Whichever way you turn this 

- 

curse of class difference confronts you like a wall #r stone. 
Or lather it is nut so much like n stone wall as the plate-glass 
pane of an aquarium, it is so easy to protend that it isn't 
there, and so impossible to get through it. 

We might vary, the image by seeing the glass as that of 
the window through which Orwell looks at his ideal 
working-class interior, a passionately interested spectator, 
but outside the window and painfully conscious of it. 

Ons may argue that Orwell's experience was exccp- 
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tional because he went among inters, a working-class 
group which In England has always tended to take on, 
even in its relations with other working-class groups, the 
exclusive and seli'-perpe L u a ting character oi a caste rather 
than a class. But with any other group he would hardly 
have found contact much easier, since a generation ago 
the English class structure was still so elaborately strati¬ 
fied that ft was difficult for middle-class people much less 
shy and reserved than Orwell to form intimate relation¬ 
ships with English working people. In Wales and Scotland 
the situation was quite different, owing to the democratiz¬ 
ing influence of the nonconformist sects and to a much 
longer tradition of universal education, and this was why 
in later year's Orwell was able to feel a great deal closer to 
the crofters of Jura than he had felt to the miners of 
Wigan. In any case, whether or not Orwell's sense of 
the failure of communication with the miners corre¬ 
sponds to objective truth, for him it was subjectively 
real; he stood on the other side of the barrier from these 
decent, human, sane and comely people, who were ex¬ 
ploited by his own class, yet who by their natural energy 
had managed to survive and retain their virtues almost 
as a different people3 Orwell does not use Disraeli's 
image of the Two Nations, hut he does talk of (he “alien 
cultures” of bourgeois and proletarian. 

Tills aspect of Orwell's view of society appears again in 
Eighty-Four when he described the “proles” — 
the working caste of Oceania who, whatever the Party 
may decide, manage to continue obstinately their earthly 
lives and to follow their stupid pleasures, living like happy 
moles under the surface of the totalitarian nightmare 
which encloses and suffocates the members of the Party, 
Thus, Orwell suggests., life will always go on, finding its 
own underground ways, never wholly suppressed or de- 
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featcd, no matter what social qx political lava flow may 
harden above it. The proles of Oceania will never try to 
overthrow the state that has risen above them; a), most 
they will make little futile protests like the woman who 
-shouts out in the cinema against the showing- of war- 
horror films to children. Their revolution consists merely 

L ■ 

in existing, as they are, naturally, and we may assume 
that they will continue to survive, as less ambitious species 
survived the dinosaur, long after die political terror has 
parsed into the history It sought to destroy. 

But there is a tragic corollary to this proposition, Win¬ 
ston Smith, party member, is seeking always to get back 
to an ancient end more natural way of .life where such 
things as historical truth, golden landscapes, sexual love 
and human idiosyncrasies are once again allowed. "Realiz¬ 
ing that the proles live a more natural and in some ways 
even a freer life than the members of the Party, he tries to 
make contact with them, sexually on at least one occasion 
when he patronises a tart in a slum street, and at another 
time with intellectual curiosity, when he corners an aged 
prole .in a tavern and tiles to learn from him what life was 
really like before the Party came into power. In both cases 
he fails; the prostitute,, enticing in the half-light, turns out 
to ba a disgusting toothless hag, whom he nevertheless 
joylessly enters in a vain search of some .indefinable re¬ 
lease, while die old man has so little of the historical sense 
"Winston expected of him that he can remember only a 
few persona] trivialities from the distant past. 

Winston''s failure to establish a relationship with the 
proles is, of course, far more complete than the failure 
Orwell experienced when he took the road to Wigan Tier. 
For Orwell could talk to the miners, gain enjoyment and 
information from what they said, while the only prole to 
whom Winston managed to talk in this way, Mr, (.-liar- 
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ling ton the antique dealer, turned on[ to be a high office?: 
in the Thought Police, whose aim had been all along to 
tempt Winston into self-be tray a].. The division here is not 
merely between classes or castes, It is a complete splitting 
apart of the Don Quixote— Saneho Panza duality which 
Orwell regarded as characteristic of every normal human 
being. Deprived of all intellectual and spiritual life, the 
proles had become complete Saneho Panzas, following the 
natural life at an almost animal and ms Lin dual level. The 
party members, taught to eschew all physical pleasure, to 
avoid all emotions except, hatred, represent the Quixote 
principle gone to seed In arid intellectuality: 

This means that Party members are deliberately alien¬ 
ated from any natural way of life. Winston and Julia em¬ 
bark on their: insurrection through passion, through that 
undisciplined sexual activity which the ruling party re¬ 
gards as a dangerously subversive activity. When Winston 
discovers that the rural hideout to which Julia leads him 
is the golden country of his recurrent dreams, and when 
they lie awake in the bedroom above the antique shop, lis¬ 
tening to the prole woman singing Inane popular songs as 
she bangs out the washing in the backyard below, they 
experience a brief illusion of liberation, of having won 
their way through to a full and happy life such as they 
had never experienced before. But the woodbinds of 
spring where they make love arc bugged with micro¬ 
phones, arid the bedroom Is fitted out with twoway televi¬ 
sion screens in which their every act is observed and their 

¥ 

every word is recorded by the Thought Police. They are 
doomed to defeat, to surrender, to mutual betrayal, and to 
the total destruction of every natural impulse as they are 
tortured back into a conformity that is a living death, The 
.moral of their experience is that those who in Orwell’s 
Utopia belong to the elite are doomed; if they accept Lhcir 
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situation, they are committing an act of moral and intel¬ 
lectual suicide as human individuals,, and if they attempt 
to change it they are destroyed in the process. They can 
never escape from their pasts; unlike the Pany, they can¬ 
not rewrite the histories which have made them what they 
are. They may retain some vestigial sense of the values 
that belong to a natural life, a life where beauty and truth 
have meaning,, and they may rebel in favor of Lhem. But 
that rebellion involves them inevitably in conflict with 
their acquired ideology and caste, and the .conflict will just 
as inevitably end in their an ni dilation- 

Here we have a representation of total alienation; not 
merely the individual but the whole class to which he be¬ 
longs has pursued the logic of caste division to the ulti¬ 
mate conclusion, and has detached itself not merely from 
die rest of hum an tty but also from the past and from any¬ 
thing else that might divert its members from the single 
objective of maintaining power — the rule of the Party —* 
for its own sake. 

There are many aspects of the theme of alienation In 
Nmsieen Eighly-I' our which I have not mentioned and 
which I shall discuss later, but I have sketched the main 
outline of the human as distincL from the polemical as¬ 
pect of the book in order to bring forward in its final and 
most ruthlessly developed form a situation winch recurs 
throughout Orwell’s faction, and which one can regard as 
providing the leitmotif for his career as a novelist, A man, 
or in the case of A Clergymans Bautjhter a woman, 
conscious that fust youth and a 31 its illusions arc past, 
finds himself rebelling against the life lie is now living, 
and particularly against his role as a member of the lower 
ranks of the ruling elite (for, just as Winston Smith be¬ 
longed only to the Cuter Party, so all of Orwell's other 
leading characters belong to the class of English people 
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whom he called “the shock-absorbers of the bourgeoisie’'). 
In one way or another the vision of a golden country and 
an escape to a more natural — or at least less hyprocriti- 
cal and less complicated — way of file appears, and in his 
own manner each hero goes in search of it. For a time he 
lives a double life, concealing his real inclinations from 
others and perhaps even from himself. But. in the end the 
guise of the double is ineffective;; it is penetrated, and, 
even If he has escaped, he is hauled back to his place in 
society. In the process he loses his vision of the golden 
country, and now, unsupported even by his illusions, he 
has to face the reality of his world and, even more appall¬ 
ingly, the reality of himself. Every novel ends on the note 
of sad resignation, or tragic despair. 

None of Orwell's characters Is a self-portrait, but each 
shares some experiences with bis creator, embodies some 
of his characteristics, and gives expression to some of his 
current preoccupations. Even the least Orwellian of them 
in outward appearance, the bluff and vulgar Insurance 
salesman George Bowling, manages to give voice to an ex¬ 
traordinary number of Orwellian thoughts about the state 
of the world in 1938 by Che time Coming Up for Air has 
reached its end. The pattern of alienation dominant in the 
fate of every one of them takes its form from the complex 
of personal myths within which Orwell saw his Own life 
enclosed. 


M 

T HE SEAP.CJr for these myths Lakes us back first of 
all to the point at which Orwell decided to rebel 
against, his own class and its view of the world and man's 
duties within it. The crucial date was 1927, when, on 
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leave from police- service in Bunn a at the age of iweniry- 
foer, he resigned from his post and became a full-time 
writer, though not for several years a professional in the 
sense of earning his living tat his new occupation. 

This decision was reached after a period of growing dis¬ 
illusion merit on Orwelfs part with the tasks he found 
himself performing as a servant oi British imperialism, 
arid it is in his literary references to Burma that we first 
encounter alienation in its peculiarly Orwellian form. Of 
the period when Orwell's attitude was undergoing its vital 
transition we know little beyond what lie him self has 
chosen to tell us. He had temporarily lost touch with the 
future men of letters who were his fellows at Eton, and 
tire people among whom he moved in Burma were not of 
the kind who kept let Let'!? or wrote down their recollections 
of the gauche young official who departed so quickly from 
among them. The only revealing outside glimpse we get of 
him during his Burmese service is provided by an old 
Etonian Christopher Hollis, who passed through Rangoon 
in 1925, a year after Orwell had joined the services, arid 
three decades later wrote down whal he remembered of 
an evening they spent together. 


On the side of Mm which he revealed to me at that time 
there was no trace of liberal opinions. He was at pains- to be 
the Imperial policeman, explaining that these the ernes of no 
punishment and no beating were ml very well at public schools 
but that they did not wink with the Burmese. . . . 

There was. he argued, no physical repulsion between the 
Europe an and the Burmese, as there was perhaps between the 
European and the African, . . . But tins readiness of the 
white man. for physical intimacy without eon ceding any sort 
of serial equality which Orwell, at tins time, took for granted, 
he came afterwards to feci as the crowning evil of Imperialism. 


LIFE AGAINST GI>D£ 73 


Hollis goes on to say that Orwell was, “as those who were 
out In Burma, bear witness, a good police officer” {though 
he calls none of these nameless witnesses forward la tes¬ 
tify), and he ends his passage on Orwell in Burma by re¬ 
marking : 

Tt is also typical of him that at the same time, as I after¬ 
wards learned, he insisted on befriending an Englishman who 
was greatly cold-shouldered by Rangoon society i-iir having 
married an. Indian lady, even though the marriage seemed 
to Or well a folly. 

On the reasons for Orwell's departure from Burma, the 
secondary sources arc equally laconic. Even his sister 
Avril, in the reminiscences she broadcast in 1959* merely 
recorded that during a holiday in Cornwall after his rc- 
lum from Burma in 1937 her brother told his mother that 
he had resigned his commission and would not be going 
back to the East. “Of course she was rather horrified, bat 
he was quite determined that what he wanted to do was to 
write/' But no reasons are given for the determination, 
and we must, be content with the explanations which Or¬ 
well himself provides. 

The evidence is contained mainly in [hree autobio¬ 
graphical pieces and, in a less direct form, in Orwell’s first 
novel, Burmese Days. The autobiographical pieces are the 
two narrative essays “A Hanging' and K Shooting an Ele¬ 
phant,” and a few pages of The Road to Wigan Pie rr. Like 
most writers of autobiography, Orwell tampered with 
facts in the interests of arris tie proportion and didactic 
emphasis. He warns as of this in The Road to Wigan Pier 
when he remarks of Doit.??, triad Out in Parts and J.ondon 
that ‘■'nearly all the incidents described there actually hap¬ 
pened, though they have been rearranged.” The phrase 
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“nearly all" is delightfully Orwellian in its almost naive 
frankness, but its punctilious honesty is a guarantee that 
what its writer cells us is substantially and subjectively 
true, And sines it is the subjective rather than die objec¬ 
tive aspects of hi$ experiences that find their way into his 
books and shape them, this is the kind of truth we are 
seeking. 

"A Hanging” is the only work of his earliest phase as a 
writer —- the only work signed bv Erie Blair -— which Or- 
well considered worth preserving. It first appeared in 
T931 in the Adelphi, then edited by Richard Rees, who 
became Orwell s dose friend after their meeting in 1930. 
Eric Blair contributed his apprentice work to this maga¬ 
zine in the form of mediocre verse and rather self¬ 
consciously literary book reviews, Georgs' Orwell—the 
surname that of a river which meanders through the East 
Anglian countryside-—first appeared In 1933 as the 
writer of Bairn, mid Out in Paris and London, 

It is obvious as soon as one reads "A Hanging 5 " why tins 
alone of the earlier writings should have been picked for 
preservation. In the Blair reviews, Orwell is still very self¬ 
consciously trying out the English language and testing 
his own notions about die aims of literature, which at this 
moment do not include political argument; ids style is at 
times as Wilde an as some of his pronouncements, such as 
his chi din* remark to J. B Pries tier that Cm & novelist is not 
required to have good intentions but to convoy beauty.” 

When we turn from such characterless aestheticism to 
"A lA the change is in every way extraordinary. It 

is as if a different person ■— Lhc person who soon identi¬ 
fied himself as George Or 1 ,veil — wore speaking. A man is 
describing something lie has experienced directly and 
deeply, something that has gnawed at his mind so long 
that memory lias given it a life and shape of Us own, In 
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writing it down he discovers f almost automatically, a, style 
appropriate to the incident and to life own. reactions. 

It was in Burma, a sodden, morning of the rains. A sickly 
light, like yellow tinfoil, was slanting aver the high walls into 
the jail yard. We were waiting outside the condemned cells, 
a row of sheds Iron ted with double bars, like small animal 
Gages. 

It is not yet the colloquial maimer of the mature Orwell* 
but it is direct, economical, with a touch of vivid imaglsm, 
and little left of other people's phrases. The writer has 
found his manner, and needs only to develop ii. 

The incident described in “A Hanging/' the execution of 
a nameless Indian coolie for an offense that is never re¬ 
vealed to us, was one of the crucial events in Orwell's Bur¬ 
mese days. "I watched a man hanged once/ 7 he said else¬ 
where. “It seemed to me worse than a thousand murders. 7 '’ 
And he added: “I never went into a jail without feeling 
(most visitors to jails feel the same) that my place was on 
the other side of the bars/' 

The desire to identify with those on the other side of the 

■■ 

bars is not slated explicitly in "A Hanging/ 7 hut it is there, 
clearly enough, in the key paragraph oE revelation where 
the author tells us what the experience means to him. 
Suddenly, on his way to the gallows, the man about to be 
hanged steps aside to avoid a puddle. 

It ia curious, bin till that moment I had never realized what 
it means to destroy a healthy, conscious man. When I saw the 
prisoner stop aside to avoid the puddle f saw the mystery, the 
unspeakable wrongness, of cutting a life short when it is in 
full tide. This man was not dying, he was alive just as we 
are alive, All the organs of his body were working ■— bowels 
digesting food., skin renewing itself, nails growing, tissues 
forming — all toiling away in solemn foolery. Ills nails would 
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still be growing when he stood on the drop, when he was 
jailing through the air with a tenth of a second to live. His 
eyes fiaw the .yellow gravel and the gray walk; and his brain 
still remembered, foresaw, reasoned — even about puddles. 
He and we were s. party of men walking together, seeing, 
bear lie, feeling, understanding the same world: and In two 
minutes, with s sudden snap, one of us would be gone — one 
mind less, one world less. 

Observe the slim in the last sentence, from Hie and we* to 
' v cne of us ,* The prisoner is no longer a strange alien figure 
W'ith vague ilquicd eyes, the moustache of a film comic, the 
“bobbing gait of the Indian who never straightens his 
knees/’ He lias become a human being, a unique personal¬ 
ity about whom, had he lived, one could have been cu¬ 
rious. 

The incident goes, on to its planned conclusion, the 
hooded man standing on the scaffold, his voice calling on 
Rama like a tolling bell, and the officials of several races 
who take part in the grim fulfillment of the law shudder 
in apprehension until the signal is given and the man dies, 
Then they walk a wav. relieving their tension bv joking 
like people after a funeral. "We all had a drink together, 
native and European alike., quite amicably, "Hie dead man 
was a hundred yards away.* Tins is the final irony — that 
Europeans, Burmese and Indians can only come together 
arid drink amicably after an incident which had shocked 
them out of the customary ways of imperial life, with its 
rigid patterns symbolized by the exclusive English club 
which forms the pivotal center of action in Burmese Days. 

A final aspect of "A Hanging" remains to- be considered,. 

since it anticipates a recurrent feature of Orwell's later 

books, and that is the use of animal imagery. The con- 

■ _ ■ — 

demned men are kept in animal cages, the warders handle 
the prisoner as if he were a fish, and finally a dog appears. 
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“come goodness knows whence," in the prison compound, 
and bounds up to the prisoner., trying to lick his face. 
When the prisoner calls on his god, it is the dog who an¬ 
swers with a whine, and when the prisoner has been 
hanged, it is the dog who races first- behind the gallows, 
"But when it got there it stopped short, barked, and then 
retreated into a corner of the yard, where it stood among 
the weeds, looking timorously out at ns’.'' It is almost, as if 
the world of nature had broken in and condemned the un¬ 
natural proceedings of men. The animal kingdom ls iden¬ 
tified with that oppressed other world of humanity to¬ 
wards which the narrator, in that moment preceding the 
hanging, has felt a sudden opening of sympathy, Many 
years later the identification becomes complete hi the 
fable of Animat Farm, 

"Shooting an Elephant'" was actually written in '1936, 
almost ten years after Orwell's departure from Burma, 
when John Lehmann asked him for a piece which he 
could publish in New Writing. He appears to have recol¬ 
lected the incident very vividlv just before he wrote the 
story, hut he had obviously been thinking of it intermit¬ 
tently ever since It happened. In Burmese Days, written 
several years before, the hero Flory_, on his first meeting 
with Elizabeth Lacker Steen, describes to her "the murder 
of an elephant which he had perpetrated some years 
earlier"; the girl is thrilled by the tale and this, we realize 
later, is a hint of the negative aspects of her character. 

At tile time to which "Shooting an Elephant 15 relates., 
Orwell was subd[visional police officer in the town of 
Moulniein; the narrative begins with a description of the 
hatred he felt surrounding him in this town where anti- 
British feeling was particularly strong, The sense of alien¬ 
ation from his environment Which the situation produced 
in him was intensified by the fact that by now, towards 
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the end of his tour of duty, he was tig longer the young 
conscrve.tive whom Hollis had met in 1925, but had made 
up his mind that “imperialism was a bad tiling and the 
sooner T -clinched up my job and got out of it the bet ter." In 
secret he was "'all for die Burmese and all against their 
oppressors, the British.” hut by their very insolence the 
subject people made any human contact with them im¬ 
possible. and even aroused Or wells unwilling hostility: as 
he said elsewhere, "Orientals can lie very provoking.'’'’ 

The centra] incident is a simple one. Art elephant in 
"mu5O’ has gone 0:1 the rampage: Orwell is called to deal 
with die situ2non and finds that die animal has trampled 
a coclic to deathi He decides that he should kill the ele¬ 
phant, and though when he finds it calmly browsing the 
attack of “must" seems to have passed and it is perfectly 
well-behaved again, the watching crowd of Burmese 
leaves him no alternative — if lie is to maintain his pres¬ 
tige as a sahib — but to go through with the. murder, 
which he does, botching the job but finally killing the 
beast. 

Writing with the hindsight of a man who has had time 
— by 1 ci 36 — to work out bis ideas and who now calls 
himself a Socialist, On veil turns Ms tale into a little essay 
on the predicament of die man of feeling who serve r an 
imperi a.1 government. 


And it was at this moment, as I stood there with the ride 
m mv hands, that T first grasped the hollowness, the futility 
of the white man's dominion in the Eas-t Here was I, the 
white man with bis gun, standing in front of the unarmed 
native crowd — seemingly the leading actor of the piece: but 
in realltv 1 was dnlv an absurd puppet pushed to and fro by 
the will of those Yellow faces behind. I perceived at this mo¬ 
reen; tbit when the white man turns tyrant it is his own free¬ 
dom that he destroys. 
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Orvvcll is making two pom is. First, a ruling class sacri¬ 
fices is own freedom m more or less- exaa proportion to 
the degree of tyranny with winch it exercises its power; in 
later books he carries tills idea to its logical con elusion 
until in Nineteen Eighty-Four absolute power equals abso¬ 
lute loss of freedom to members of the party. The second 
point, that the ruled dominate the rulers, will he aban¬ 
doned by Orwell once he begins to understand the nature 
of totalitarian power. 

Already, by the time he wrote "Shooting an Elephant,” 
Orwell was aware of the fundamental incompa lability be¬ 
tween the means necessary for holding power, and the 
ideal of a natural way of living that was lurking in his 
mind, and so the killing of the elephant, which for Erie 
Blair the police officer was an unpleasant necessity, be¬ 
comes in the hands of Orwell the artist a symbolic event, 
much more self-consciously rendered than the death of 
the hanged man which he had described five years before. 
The rifle Orwell uses, "a beautiful German tiling with 
cross-hair sights/’ is the instrument of an irresistible me¬ 
chanical power which wreaks on the great animal "a mys¬ 
terious, terrible change. He looked suddenly stricken, 
shrunken, immensely old.” Orwell fires a second and then 
a third shot. 

That was the shot that did for Mm. . . . But in falling Ti& 
seemed for a moment to rise, for as his hind legs collapsed 
beneath him. he seemed to tower upwards Like a huge rock 
toppling, Ms trunk, reaching skywards like a tree. He trum¬ 
peted, for the first and only time, And then down, he came, 
his he]1 v towards me. with a crash that seemed to make the 

L 1 

ground even where 1 lay. 

The elephant, like a rock, like a tree, becomes identified 
in that splendid, trumpeting moment of downfall with the 
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whole world of nature, and Us crash shivers, the solidity of 
the very earth on which, its killer lies. The animal, Orwell 
remembers, seemed to be dying 'in some world remote 
from me where not even a bullet could damage him fur¬ 
ther So the agent of domination becom.es also the enemy 
of nature; just as his occupation of policeman makes 
human contact -with the oppressed people impossible, so 
his act of lulling the elephant .makes the world of natural 
life seem infinitely detached from him. 

In both “A Hanging"" and "Shooting an Elephant.,” Or¬ 
well was deliberately shaping and rearranging his mate¬ 
rial. Each narrative is told, not as a fragment of autobiog¬ 
raphy,. but rather in the form of a short story condensing 
months of actual thought Into a moment of revelation, 
and ending in mi ironic anticlimax, which in "Shooting an 
Elephant,” as we turn away from the animal's Himalayan 
agony, is devastating. “I often wondered whether any of 
the otliers grasped that l had done it solely to avoid look¬ 
ing a fool," 

TIiere is Jess artistic shaping* though perhaps more in- 
tehectuol rationalization, in the account of his. general re¬ 
actions to Burma which, in Lite same year as he published 
"Shooting an Elephant," Orwell embedded in the more 
frankly polemical pages of The Road to Wigem Pier, where 
he compares and relates his attitudes to Burmese, “natives " 
and English workers. He remarks that before he went to 
Burma at the end of his teens he had grown tip “a snob 
and a revolt! don ary,” reading “advanced"* writers at Eton, 
yet at die same iime firmly convinced that working people 
were vulgar and repulsive. Above all, he w r as convinced 
that they smelled, and "the thought of it made me sick," 

When he reached Burma the. particular agonies of the 
British class situation no longer bothered him. There was 
a class situation even here, but quite a different one, since 
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the people of the inferior race were not physically repul¬ 
sive to him, "One looked down on them as natives/ but 
one was quite ready to be physically intimate with thenjj 
and this, 1 noticed, was the case even with white men 
who had the most vicious color prejudice,” Yet these alien, 
attractive and exasperating Burmese were the very people 
over whom Orwell had to act as the agent of an unwanted 
government, ‘’But in Burma it was a double oppression 
that we were committing. Not only were w t c hanging 
people and putting them in jail and so forth; we were 
doing it in the capacity of unwanted foreign invaders.” 

From his own account it is obvious that Orwell could 
not help identifying himself with these people whom his 
duty as a policeman forced him to suppress. The result 
was a secret evolution of thought in "the almost utter si¬ 
lence that is imposed on every Englishman in the East," 
an evolution that led him Into the phase of anarchistic re¬ 
bellion in which he believed that fa -aU government is evil, 
that the punishment always does more harm than die 
crime and that people can he trusted to behave decently if 
only you will let them alone;” The oppressors, he felt, were 
always wrong, and the oppressed were always right. By 
the “oppressed” he first of all meant the Burmese whose 
faces still haunted him when he left their country. Euf 
after 1927 he transferred his Feelings to the working class 
in England, He admits that his interest In them stemmed 
at first merely from the fact that he perceived an analogy 
between them and the Burmese. now realized that there 
was no need to go as far as Burma to find tyranny and 
exploitation. Here in England, down under one's feet, 
were the submerged working class, suffering miseries 
which in their different way were as bad as any an Chi on - 
tit! ever knows/ 1 

But, though the identity of the victims changed, the es- 
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sential relationship remained die same, Orwell continued 
to view society according to the imperialist model he had 
observed in Burma. Instead of seeing an England popu¬ 
lated by people of the slime race, divided as it always has 
been into a number of merging classes and subclasses be¬ 
tween which individuals could pass with considerable mo¬ 
bility, he tended always to see it in the simpler terms of a 
colonial world, a world of master race and subject race. At 
die top were the few exploiting capitalists and landlords, 
and immediately below them the less prosperous men of 

their own breed who did the dirtv work as administrators, 

■* 

professional men and officers in the services; rhen came 
the great gulf that divided die upper and middle from die 
lower classes with such emphasis that they formed two 
nations, just as the British and die Burmese were two na¬ 
tions, Consequently, even in Britain s ihc relation of the es¬ 
tablishment to the rest of the country was essentially tm- 
pcriaL that of an alien elite governing die great mass of 
white ‘Iralives," 

The Burmese and later the British workers in fact 
played a. dual role in Orwell's imagination. They were the 
oppressed, for whom one must fight because conscience 
dictated it. But there was also- die feeling that they had 
retained some of the secrets of life — the desirable secrets 
which the sophisticated and the powerful had lost* Both 
groups lived in unscientific mental landscapes, haunted 
by strange and childish superstitions, hound by extraordi¬ 
nary taboos, but at the same tunc they seemed to have 
kept a surer and more natural grasp on life, which comes 
out in the lusty and uninhibited vulgarity of them pleas¬ 
ures, of the Burmese pu>e dances and the English music 
Balls, There was a strange obstinate vitality about them 
winch, in Orwell’s view, intellectuals never possessed. 
Like the Morlocks of Wells's The Time Machine T they 
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were really a kind of underground people, less savage 
than the Morlocks but potentially as dangerous. Yet, being 
inhabitants of their own kind of darkness, they 'were also 
the possessors of certain primitive virtues, and in some 
undefined way they were close to that, golden country of 
the past which was the childhood of man and of society. 
Theirs was the Sancho Pans a world without which the 
Don Quixotes could not live, 

I am not suggesting that Orwell preached or even held 
unconsciously to a Lawrendan cult of blood and the dark 
gods, or that he shared with Yeats a longing for a more 
primitive hut more hierarchical life. Obviously he did not. 
Everything in him, down to the very clarity of his prose, 
reacted against cults of unreason, and if at times he let 
himself think of a less complicated, society, it was in terms 
of anarchical rather than hierarchical primUiveness. This 
he made clear in a generally favorable review of Herbert 
Read’s The Coat of Mtiny Colors which he published hi 

z 945- 


How arc freedom and organization to be reconciled? If one 
considers the probabilities one is driven to the conclusion that 
anaTchifjm implies a low standard of living. It need not imply 
a hungry or uncomfortable world but it rules out the land 
of air-conditioned, chromium-plated, gadget-ridden existence 
which is now considered desirable qt enlightened. The proc¬ 
esses involved in 'making, say, an aeroplane arc sc complex 
as to be only possible in a planned, centralized society, with 
all the repressive apparatus that that implies. Unless there is 
some unpredictable change in human nature, liberty and effi¬ 
ciency must pull in opposite directions. 

Orwell's affinities were in fact less with Lawrence and 
Yeats than with William Morris, another libertarian So¬ 
cialist who distrusted doctrinaires, arid News from- i\ T o- 
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Wfljpres with its golden world in which past and future 
have come together and submerged the evil present, might 
have served as an image for his ideal world. Tike Morris, 
he felt tiiat in their decent, balanced and essentially con¬ 
servative lives, the oppressed — the miners of Lancashire 
and the peasants of Bimmt dr, later on, of .Vura — had 
retained more faith full v than their rulers the essence of 
the good pash and that for this reason it was they who 
held -— if anyone held It — die chance of mailing a better 
world in the future. By the time he wrote Nineteen Eighty- 
Four even that hope was growing faint hi his mind, 

The ambiguous relationship between the members of a 
ruling elite and the members of the racial or social under¬ 
world is first shown clearly in all its psychological involu¬ 
tions in Orwell's one novel of the East, Burmese Days, 


W 

JJtURMESE DAYS was the second of Orwell's books to 
be published, appearing under his adopted name in 
1934, but it had been conceived and may well have been 
substantially completed before he wrote Doti>n and Out itt 
Paris and London, which is based on later experiences. It 
is probable dial Orwell was already shaping P'urm.cse 
Days in his mind when he came back from the East in 
192.7 and announced his in tendon of taking up the career 
of writing. 

Burmese Days therefore represents his first attempt to 
transmute into a more completely fictional form than in 
JJ A Hanging" his in sights into the relationship between so 
ciety and the self-conscious rebel, particularly the rebel 
from a ruling elite, I found myself tempted a moment ago 
to use the expression '"more purely artistic form,' but 
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nothing Orwell wrote was merely or, with the sole excep¬ 
tion of Animal Farm, flawlessly a work of art. * 11 . is as if I 
have been forced into becoming a pamphleteer/' he once 
remarked ruefully, and even though he dated his defi¬ 
nitely '"polltical” phase from the Spanish Civil War ("By 
the end of 1935 I had still failed to reach a firm deci¬ 
sion even Burmese Days is largely a did ache novel, in¬ 
terspersed with informative or homiletic passages about 
imperialism and its effects, arid aimed much more delib¬ 
erately than A Passage to India, with which it is often 
compared, at inducing a political reaction in its readers. 

Wc can assume, in fact, that all of Orwell's novels arc 
politically oriented, even if they are not propagafidistfe in 
the narrow sense. He himself even claimed that *n 0 book 
is genuinely Free from political bias:" But in accepting Or¬ 
well's license to seek a strong political motivation in every¬ 
thing he wtolc after Iris first apprentice years, wc have 
merely cleared away one question to face another, more 
confusing question, regarding what lies beyond the politi¬ 
cal aspect. In "Why I Write” he claimed that his starting 
point in writing was “always a feeling of partisanship, a 
sense of injustice,” and said that he never set out with the 
intent 01 producing a work of art, though the aesthetic ex¬ 
perience entered necessarily into the process of writing. 
And, dealing with the elusive and perhaps contradictory 
nature of a writer's motives, he w T cnt on to say: 

AE writers are vain, selfish and lazy, and at the very bottom 
of their mo Lives there lies a mystery, Writing a book is a. hor¬ 
rible, e2:h an sling struggle, like a lung bout of some painful 
din ess. One would never undertake such a thing if one were 
not driven on by some demon wbnm one can neither resist nor 
understand. For all one knows that demon is merely (he same 
instinct that makes a baby squall For attention. And vet if is 
also true that, one can write, nothing readable unless one con- 
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scarilLy struggles to efface one's own personality< Good prose 
is. like a yhndowpajre, 

Such a statement, from an author who talks so much 
about Ms own experiences may at first seem somewhat 
disingenuous, and it is true that In trying to efface the per¬ 
sonality of Eric El air, he merely succeeded hi creating the 
persona of George Orwell, which stands much nearer to 
the imaginative world he was portraying In his novels. Yet 
we would do well to take notice of the argument, for Or¬ 
well's apparent candor about himself is as liable to be de¬ 
ceptive as that of all men who write well about their own 
lives and who succeed only because of their power to 
shape the raw material of experience into pleasing forms 
and hence to change it into something different and new,. 
When we lake the further step beyond autobiography into 
fiction, experience has gone through a double distill a lion, 
and we must be even more on our guard against the perils 
of persona] identification. 

Tn Pyarme.se Days, it is true that the central character, 
the timber merchant Flory, resembles Orwell in many 
Ways, but be is certainly no portrait, differing from him in 
many characteristics and in some important aspects of his 
experience. Yet the temptations of biographical interpret 
tation are so great that critics- have been reluctant to aban¬ 
don entirely the search for some clue which will suggest 
that Flory is in some wav Orwell's double. Christopher 
Hollis, for example, acknowledges that It would be false 
and uncharitable to assume that Flory, weak and degener¬ 
ated as he is, can be an actual self-portrait; nevertheless, 
he advances the curious proposition that "Flory is clearly 
to some extent Orwell as he imagined that be might have 
been if ho had stayed in Burma.” 

It seems to me quite unnecessary to suppose that Orwell 
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was so concerned with mrgM-have-beens that he con¬ 
structed a character lo fit Ills speculations bn this subject. 
The Idea that F.lory can he seen in any real way as a scll'- 
portrait is further discredited by the fact that, like other 
writers.. Orwell tended to distribute his own experiences, 
reactions and even personal characteristics, among several 
characters in a single book. It is Westfield who follows his 
occupation In Burma, that of police superintendent, and 
Orwell confessed latex that the incident of the brutal in¬ 
terrogation of' a suspected thiol in Westfield's presence 
was based on an experience of his own. We can also as¬ 
sume that Westfield's reaction closely resembled the reac¬ 
tion. which Orwell himself experienced, particularly if the 
incident took pi ace in his early ‘“loyal 1 * years. 

'"AH right, put him in the clink,” said Westfield moodily, as 
he lounged away from the table with his hands in his pockets. 
At the bottom of bis heart he loathed running in these poor 
devils of contmon till eves. Daccits, rebels—yes; tout not 
these poor cringing rats! 

Similarly, one can detect an echo of OrwelFs own aus- 

■H ■ 

teffty and fastidiousness in Verrall, the arrogant young 
officer, and an exaggeration of Ms sensitivity to Burmese 
insolence in Ellis’s enraged and violenL reaction to school¬ 
boy insults which sets off the riot that is one of the novels 
main set pieces. 

Floiy’s tragedyj indeed, is his own and that of his class, 
tout it is not Orwell’s in any direct and personal sense. For 
Orwell escaped from the whereas Fiery was drawn 
back, But the imjx>ssibilIty of actual identification does 
not prevent us from finding at least significant parallels 
between crucial, experiences in Fioiys life and incidents 
in Orwell's earlier years which he considered important 
enough to fuse into his personal myth. For example. Fiery 
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is made conspicuous in childhood — and aEserwards 

— by the birthmark which earns him the nickname of 
'’monkey-bum,” Just as Orwell (if we are to allow even the 
most minimal literalness to the experiences in an English 
private school which he describes in Such, Such W : &r& the 
Joys) felt himself made conspicuous and contemptible by 
the mark of poverty. Here we ton els the primary aliena¬ 
tion, the unearned outcast's mark, which aH Orwellian 
heroes share with their creator. It is an alienation whose 
roots lie deep in childhood, but which does not reveal it¬ 
self completely until much later in life; Burma gave it 
shape for Orwell as it did for -Fiery. Only after he had re¬ 
turned from the East and had dealt with the problems that 
colonial] sin raised in his mind could he begin to consider, 
at least articulately and in literary terms, the remoter 
sources of his sense oT tragic solitariness. Perhaps, indeed, 
he could only do ii after he had exorcised his original self 
through Lite therapy of wiling and had acquired the 
power lo look more or less dispassionately, aw George Or¬ 
well, on tine agonies of Eric Blair. And Buck, Such Were 
the Joys T the testament of his childhood, was not written 
until near the end of his life. 

In Bu-rmese Bays ■— and this may illustrate the diffi¬ 
culty which Orwell felt in dealing with his own early years 

— Flory’s marked youth is sketched lightly in two para* 
graphs of a. brief recapitulation of his life which appears 
early in the novel, His bsrihmark, with all its associations 
of mockery, stays with him until, in the moment of death, 
it at last fades away, But it is Burma, to which, like Or¬ 
well, he comes when he is cr noi quite twenty," that shapes 
him into the mature, unhappy man, in the end so unlike 
ins creator. 

The action of Burmese Days is framed within the ma¬ 
lign aspect of Asian Hie as personified by U Po Kyin, the 
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villainous Burmese magistrate who acts as a grotesque 
dea$ ex mac kina throughout the novel, pulling the strings- 
of intrigue and, in the ruthless pursuit of Ms own ambi¬ 
tions, bringing about unexpected perturbations In the Lives 
of the tiny group of white sahibs. Tins £ispec| of the novel, 
of course, gives expression to the idea Orwell harbored at 
the time that in an imperial situation the rulers become, 
against their wills, the puppets of the ruled, It fist? illus¬ 
trates his excellent grasp of that curious duality of the 
Asian mind which allows the most ruthless of Machiavel¬ 
lian behavior towards one’s enemies to be reconciled with 
its opposite, the Buddhist doctrines of non attachment and 
of salvation by mean of good works which adjust the bal¬ 
ance of Karma. 

At the center of the frame is the English club at Kyauk- 
tada. goal of U Pa Kyins ambitions and citadel of the resi¬ 
dent English, where their internal struggles are fought out. 
and where many of the crucial incidents in the novel take 
place, But the club is not merely a center of action. It is 
also, in the minds of English, Burmese and Indians alike, 
the symbol of the imperial caste system, the manifestation 
of the separateness of the ruling eJiLe from the subject 
race; while it remains all-white, the English officials and 

traders of Kvauktada can still feel that their domination is 
■* 

secure, that the barrier which exists between them and 
the “natives” will, despite all casual and even physical 
contact, be maintained. On the other hand, U Po Kyin sees 
membership in the club as the means by which he can 
work Iris way forward in the government service until he 
becomes the equal., perhaps even the superior, of his Eng¬ 
lish colleagues, while for the Indian Dr. Veras warn!, pa¬ 
thetic, idealistic and incorruptible, it represents the haven 
where, sinning in reflected glory, he will be immune from 
all attacks. Floras one overt rebellion, which is enough to 
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damn him in the eyes of his fellow whiles, is LhaL he at 
last summons the courage to propose Veraswami, who is 
his friend, for membership. In doing so he not only 
offends the fanatical and completely sincere prejudices of 
the rival timber merchant, Ellis; he also, as Lhe policeman 
Westfield points out, goes against the “five chief beati¬ 
tudes of die pukka sahib," which Orwell lists thus; 

Keeping up quj prestige. 

The firm hand (without die velvet glove )„ 

We white Trier must hang together, 

flivc them an inch and they'll take an ell, anti 

Esprit de corps. 

These injunctions sound very much like Lhe code of a 
secret order, and the white society of Upper Burma, as 
Orwell portrays it, is the earliest prototype of the ruling 
elite of Oceania which he described fourteen years later in 
Nineteen Eighty-Fanr, ft differs from the Party in one im¬ 
portant respect, that it maintains its solidarity not by 
physical, power, but solely by the strength of an amazingly 
inflexible public opinion. 

It is a world in which every word and every thought is cen¬ 
sored . . . Free speech Is unthinkable , , . Your opinion on 
every subject of anv conceivable importance is dictated for 
you by the pukka sahibs' code . r , You arc a creature of the 
despotism, a pukka sahib, tied tighter than a monk or a savage 
by an unbreakable system of taboos. 

The System requires that the line of division between 
the rulers and the ruled always be rigidly maintained, and 
demands not merely a passive acceptance bul emphatic 
agreement; the scenes in which Ellis furiously worms out 
FIgtt’s reservations on the question of inequality between 
whites and Asians anticipate the much more elaborate 
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and grotesque scenes in Nineteen Eighty-Four m which 
O'Brien lays bare all the petLy disloyalties that lurk In 
Wins ion Smith's mind. 

While one is in the system, rebellion has to be main¬ 
tained secretly, as Orwell tells us he himself maintained it 
while In Burma, and as Flory docs up to the point where a 
rather complicated scries of motives sets him on the path 
to open revolt Only with the greatest caution do rebels in 
such a world communicate with each other, like members 
of an underground organization in a dictatorship. Fiory 
speaks liis most heterodox thoughts only to Di r Vera- 
swami, and then in bantering tones, so that the doctor re¬ 
fuses to take them seriously, And in The Rond to Wigan 
Pier Orwell introduces an extraordinary description of an 
encounter — perhaps his only encounter — with a fellow 
dissident, 

I remember a night I spent on the train with a man in the 
Educational Service, a stranger to myself whose name I 
never discovered. It was too hot tit sleep and we spent the 
night talking. Half an hour's cautious questioning decided 
each of us that the Other was “safe"; and then for hours, while 
the train jolted slowly through the pi Lch black night, sitting 
up in out hunks with bottles of beer handy, we damned the 
British Empire.?—- damned it from the Inside, intelligently and 
intimately. It did us both good. But we had been speaking 
forbidden things, and in the haggard morning light when the 
train crawled Info Mandeday, wc parted as guiltily as any 
adulterous couple. 

The incident, as Orwell narrates it, is hauntingly simi¬ 
lar to the scenes in Nineteen Eighty-Four in which, in the 
imagined security of the various biding places where they 7, 
meet, Winston Smith and Julia tall: treason against the 
Party. Critics who have some familiarity with India under 
the British Raj have disputed Orwell's picture of the in vis- 
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ible tyranny which ruled over the white community, and 
in literal terms they arc probably right, for Orwell had al¬ 
ways a predilection for exaggeration and wild statement. 
On the other hand, there is no doubt that emotionally ho 
experienced in Burma the existence of a minor terror that 
w ay no less thorough because it was net Liter codified nor 
violently enforced, and that later his paranoiac inclina¬ 
tions gave sanction to this image until it tool; on an artis¬ 
tic life and became incorporated in the pattern of tyranny 
and alienation that runs through all his work. Having 
been used in Burmese Days, the half-i.rue and half' 
imaginary scheme of imperial despotism lay dormant in 
bis mind until lie had use for it again when he came to 
construct the much more thorough group tyranny of 
iV hie Lee 7 i Eitjh ttj-F pi t.r. 

But Florys allegiance,, like that of every sahibs is owed 
not merely to the alien power which protects him as a 
merchant and for which, if necessary, he will fight physi¬ 
cally. There is a more painful and more ambiguous alle¬ 
giance, to the country and the people among whom the 
best years of his manhood have been spent. In his early 
twenties Fiery becomes acclimatized to Burma, enjoying 
it with a certain youthful, lusty innocence which is re¬ 
flected in the fine descriptive section, reminiscent of the 
early Turgenev, where Orwell rather lyrically narrates the 
passage of the Burmese seasons as Flory experienced 
them in those early years. 

In his later twenties Fiery begins Lo experience a sense 
of revolt, the revolt of an intelligent man increasingly 
given to solitary reading; at the same time he begins to 
feel lonely among his fellow countrymen. Since the war 
intervenes and creates exceptional circumstances, it is not 
until ten years after his first arrival in Burma dial his first 
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leave falls due. On the ship he longs for England, for re¬ 
lease from the “'horrible country" of Burma. But at Co¬ 
lombo there is a wire calling him back.; three represents-* 
tives of Ills firm have died of blackwater fever. Ten days 
after leaving Rangoon he is hi Burma again, with the 
servants crowding round him with presents and hanging 
garlands around his neck. 

Something turned over in Fiery's heart. It was one of those 
memento when one becomes conscious, of a vast change and 
deterioration in one's life. For he had realized, suddenly, that 
in his. heart he was glad to be coming hack. Tills country 
which he hated way now his native country, his home. He 
had lived here ten years and every particle of his body was. 
compounded of Burmese soil. Scenes like these — the sallow 
evening light, the old Indian cropping grass,, the creak of the 
cartwheels, [lie streaming egrets — were more native to him 
than England. 

There is an obvious ambiguity in this passage. Is Orwell 
really suggesting that pleasure at returning to a country 
one has both loved and hated for a decade is a sign of 
deterioration in one's life? Or is It a subjective reaction on 
FloryT part due to a sense of guilt about the kind of life he 
has lived in Burma? And, if so, what arc tlic sources of 
that guilt? Is it merely the guilt ol‘ sharing in political re¬ 
pression? Or is it something at once more elusive and 
more profound? 

As we read on through Burmese Days, we realize that 
the experiences that come to Flory as a result of his life in 
Burma arc — leaving aside for the present his position in 
the white community — of two kinds. First rhere is an in¬ 
tense t almost ernpathic reaction to the physical environ¬ 
ment — landscape, trees t streams, villages, and above all, 
animals and birds; "in all novels about the East,* 7 Orwell 
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once remarked, <¥ the scenery is the real subject matter " 
And then there is his more complex relationship with the 
Burmese and the other Asian people of Kyauktada, 

The first type of experience is illustrated by an incident 
■which takes place fairly early in the novel, before Flory 
becomes deeply involved in the-web of circumstances that 
will finally entangle him in ruin and destruction. In one of 
the fits of irritable, boredom that often descend on him 
after enjoying his Burmese mistress, Ma Hla May, he 
walks out one evening along the dusty road that leads 
from Xy auk tad a into the jungle. Hie forest is dusty, shriv¬ 
eled in its hot-season dr press; the only birds visible are 
dull and ragged, and the heat draws a poisonous stench 
out of the leaves. The scene corresponds exactly to Flory J s 
mood. But after a while he comes to a stream or clear 
water beside which the trees are taller, the bushes 
greener and covered with flowers. He follows the. stream 
along a cattle path to a deserted pool, which is one of his 
habitual haunts. 

Here a peepul tree grew, a .great buttressed thing six feet 
thick, woven of mnumemble strands of wood, like a wooden 
cable tw.lf.rcd by a giant. The roots of the tree marie a natural 
cavern, under which the clear greenish water bubbled. Above 
and all round dense foliage shut out the light, taming the 
place into a green grotto walled with leaves. 

Into tiie pool Klory steps,, and sits almost submerged. 
Shoals of small silvery fish swim, about him. A flock of 
green pigeons settles j.n the dome of the peepul tree, invisi¬ 
ble because of their color, but setting the whole tree 
“shimmering, as though the ghosts of birds were shaking 
It.” Finally, one of them flutters down, unaware of Flory s 
presence, arid settles on a lower branch. 
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A pang wtfj-jt through Flory. Alone, alone, the bitterness of 
being alone I Sc often like this, in lonely places in the forest, 
he would come upon something — bird, flower, lice — beau¬ 
tiful beyond hi words, if there had been a soul with whom to 
share it Beauty is meaningless until it is shared, If he had one 
person, just one, to halve his loneliness! Suddenly the pigeon 
saw the man and dog below, sprang in to the air and dashed 
away swift as a bullet., with a. rattle of wings. One does net 
often see green pigeons so closely when they are alive. They 
are high-flying birds, living in the tveetops, and they do not 
come to the ground, or only to drink. When one shoots them, 
if they are not killed outright, they cling to the branch 'Until 
they die, and drop long after one has given up waiting and 
gone away. 

It is a decorative, rather keyed-up piece of writing of a 
type to which Orwell reverted in his later years only in 
very brief passages, except for the long and ecstatic narra¬ 
tive of a rural childhood in Coming Up for Air, a narrative 
which also revolves around pools where fish are swim¬ 
ming, In each case the pool lies partly in the naturalistic 
and partly in the symbolic realm. 

Flory feels “happy and at peace" after “the clear water* 
which is rarely found in the miry Burmese landscape. En¬ 
tirely enclosed within its green shade, the pool brings re¬ 
freshment through immersion in the clear element* the 
descent into innocence. The vestiges of an Anglican child¬ 
hood clung to Orwell more tenaciously than he ever cared 
to admit, as was shown by his later novel of loss of faith in 
a country rectory, A Clergyman's Daughter, and by his 
extraordinary knowledge of hymns* which he remem¬ 
bered more exactly than any other agnostic I have ever 
met; the baptismal implications of this scene are obvious, 
Flory is immersed in the renewing water, and the dove 
descends. There follows die ecstasy of beauty recognized, 
and the immediate pang as he is reminded of his loneli- 
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ness, But it is not only loneliness that Orwell is concerned 
with. Also,, in the rather gauche disquisition on the habits 
of the green pigeon that ends the incident, he suggests the 
presence of an unattainable desire, a desire for something 
which in trying to capture, one may only destroy. Til at 
desire, J suggest, is for a permanent access to a more nat¬ 
ural life, a desire which runs all the way through Burmese 
Days and, needless to say, is never satisfied. 

Orwell, a knowledgeable bird-watcher and a man who 
once rated gardening as the best of all occupations next to 
writing, was — as the extraordinary artistic success of 
AfttTry.tff Farm must have made obvious to most of its 
readers — extremely fond of animals, “Most of' the good 
memories of my childhood and up to the age of twenty/ 
he once said, LC are in some way connected with animals." 
He was, I remember, particularly fond of dogs and horses; 
Cats lie rather distrusted as devious and over subtle ani¬ 
mals, but in his attitude towards them there may have 
been an uneasy ambiguity, since — despite certain canine 
qualities of loyalty and eagerness for affection — he him¬ 
self was very much of a solitary creature, as secretive as 
any cat . 

Long before Animal Farm was even conceived, GrwelFs 
feeling for the world of non hum an beings (which must 
have provided at least one link of sympathy with Buddhist 
Burma) was thoroughly exemplified in Eiir?ncsv Dtfys, 
where animals appear not only as images, but also as un¬ 
conscious participants in the action of the novel. It Is al¬ 
most as if, even outside the framing intrigue of U Po Kyin, 
there is a conspiracy of the land whose agents, in animal 
forms, intervene at crucial moments to help determine the 
fates of the human characters. Floiy'h ill-starred relation¬ 
ship with Elizabeth Lackers teen begins when he rescues 
her from the attack of a fearsome Looking but harmless 
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buffalo. It reaches its point of highest promise When they 
go out on a hunting expedition, Elizabeth kills her first 
bird, and Fiery shoots a leopard, earning Elizabeth’s in¬ 
tense admiration; the leopard’s moldering skin becomes a 
symbol of the deterioration of Flory’s hopes. Later Flory is 
thrown by a horse in Elizabeth's presence, and this horse 
and another, coming saddled and riderless out of the 
jungle, pro ride the first sign to him that Elizabeth may 
have become Verrall’s mistress; tills sends him into ag¬ 
onies of jealousy from which even the pleasure he usually 
gains from watching birds — in tin’s case the tiny name¬ 
less yellow finches winch he sees feeding on grasses in the 
jungle — is no longer active. .Finally, in the catastrophic 
scene where Ma Ilia May comes into the church and 
abuses him before the whole white community for having 
cast her off, he is betrayed by his own dog Flo, who urns 
fawning up to her as a familiar person and so confirms 
their relationship; tin’s end? all his hopes with Elizabeth 
and leads to his suicide. Through its animals, whom Flory 
in his own way loves, the land of Burma has played its 
part in destroying him, though not, as wc shall see, with¬ 
out his cooperation. 

On a lower metaphorical level, animal imagery is used 
throughout the book hi describing Asians, though only 
rarely and in very special ways in describing Europeans. 
U Po Krin is described as a crocodile, and his wife, Ma 
Kin, has a simian face- Male Indians remind Orwell of 
dogs- the Dravidian butler at the club has '"liquid, yellow- 
irised eyes like those of a dog* and Dr. Veraswamls face 
“recalled that of a black retire vex dog* The two pathetic 
Eurasians, Mr. Francis and Mr. Samuel, who live on Bud¬ 
dhist charity, behave like “a pair of dogs asking for a 
game, 15 The Burmese, on the other hand, often call up fe¬ 
line associations. Ma HI a May is “like a cat,” has “kitten’s 
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teeth / 3 and when she Is expelled from Floras house goes 
off with a kitten which Fiery had once given, her. The 
younger wife of Fiery s servant Ko S'la ls a “fat* lazy eat,'" 
and Elizabeth, who regards all Burmese as "so cuarse- 
loakinj.* like some kind of animal,” asserts that the men 
have '"heads Like tomcats . 33 One could go on at much 
greater length, hut the examples I have given are suffi¬ 
cient to show, how Orwell frequently compares Asians 
with the animals which provided the "good times 33 of his 
youth, whereas he resorts to such a comparison only once, 
and then negatively* in reference to one of the European 
characters* the venomous Mrs* Lackersteen* Elizabeth's 
aunt* who, when all her genteel defenses are broken down 
during the siege of the club by the Burmese mob, lies 
'looping about in one of tlic long chairs like a hysterical 
snake, 3 " 

Fin allv there is a very significant animal identification 
in the case of Fiery himself. On the night before he meets 
Elizabeth Eackerstoen* Fiery cannot sleep because of the 
noise which die pariah dogs arc making as they bay the 
moon on the maidan. He. takes his ride, intending to shoot 
the dog which has caused him the most annoyance* but he 
has 'not the nerve to fire it in cold blood ” And then,, as he 
watches the dogs running like their own ghosts across the 
maidan, he remembers how earlier in the evening he had 
weakly echoed Ellis's ranting against the idea of admit ring 
an Asian to membership of die club, and becomes in his 
own mind the “sneaking, idling, boozing, fornicating, soul- 
examining, selkjntying cur.” It is at tins point that Orwell 
introduces the. recapitulative flashback of Flory's past, and 
then brings us forward to that individual on his veranda* 
raising his rifle and at last letting drive at the pariah dog. 
But the dog is unhit; it is Flory,. die self-styled cur, who is 
hurt by the bruise which the heavily kicking rifle hnmedi- 
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ateJy raises on his shoulder. The link between the man 
and ihe animal out on the maid an illuminates Flory’s situ¬ 
ation. The pariah dog. distrusted by its fellow animals, 
has no place in the oilier world of men., Fiery* the solitary* 
distrusted by other white men, has no place in the other 
world of animals and the Asians who resemble them. 

Yet it is this world to which he is drawn, constantly, the 
world of animal* and birds, the world of Burmese villages 
at noon and evening * of the crowd* noise* and smells in 
the market of Kyauktadft* of the coarse and Colorful splen¬ 
dors of die pTU'c dances. But in die end lie Fails to make 
terms with it, and this is because, fundamentally, his atti¬ 
tude remains that of the alien. He rebels against the elite 
to which he belongs, and yet when he tries to escape from 
it into the different' world that excites his sympathies and 
stirs his romantic nature, be is still chained by the con¬ 
ventions of the stiMhJog. His past has made him what he 
i&i it is too late to cross the barrier that divides him from 
another way of life* just as it had been, too late ever since 
his childhood for Orwell to cross the invisible barrier that 
divided him from die miners of Lancashire, 

The consequence is that Flory's relationship with any¬ 
one belonging, to the subject races is incomplete and car¬ 
ries with it a touch of the brutality that always —in Or¬ 
well’s view —- enters into die intercourse of master race 
and subject people. Tie indulges particularly In intimacy 
without equality, which, as Hollis remarks, Orwell later 
came to regard as ihe worst evil of imperialism. Ko Sla, 
his servant* is the person lie has known longest in Burma 
— since the first day of his arrival there, in fact — and in 
some ways they are very close to each other. 

like all bachelors" servants, Ko SI a was lazy and dirty, 
and yet he was devoted to Flory. He would never let anyone 
else serve Fiery at tabic* or carry his grin or hold his pany"i 
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head while he mounted. On the Ttiaxch., if he came to a stream, 
he wo aid carry Flory across on his back: He was inclined to 
pity Floxy, partly because he thought him childish and easily 
deceived, and partly because of the birthmark, w T liieh he con¬ 
sidered a dreadful thing, 

Yet the relationship between the two men remains al¬ 
ways than of master and servant; they never enter into 
each others' minds, As for Ma HI a May, who shares 
f lory's bed and whom he bought from her peasant parents 
two years before for three hundred rupees, she Is only one 
of the many Burmese girls he has lived with and used, 
regarding them as strange dolls rather than human 
beings., and never feeling for them any love,, until hi the 
end he expels them from his life. When he casts off Ma 
Hla May for the sake of Elizabeth, she reproaches him, 
and stirs a guilt-ridden conflict. 

He could not look at her; he stood helpless, pale, hangdog* 
Every word she s.sid was Justified, and how tell her that he 
could do no other thing than he had done? How tell hex that 
it would have been {in outrage, si sin. to continue as her lover? 
Ho almost cringed from her* and the birthmark stood on Ms 
yellow face like a splash of ink. 

There is poetic justice — too much of it for the plausi¬ 
bility of the novel — in the fact that Ma Ilia May should 
in the end be one of the principal instruments of Fiery's 
destruction i 

Elizabeth., her unwitting accomplice, is the first of the 
series of temptresses who in all but one nf Orwell's novels 
lead the heroes, through the illusion that it is possible to 
escape from loneliness, towards their various defeats. In 
the reader’s eye, Elizabeth is a shallow-minded philistine 
snob, who arrives in Burma with her prejudices ready 
made — designed by nature, as Orwell remarks in the last 


IUfe AGAINST ODUi 


101 


sentence of the Move], for the position of a "burro men) sa¬ 
hib. .But such are the illusions created by the glimpse of a 
petal-like cheek and by the pain ci one's own solitude, that 
Fiery believes her to be the “civilized girl' of whom he has 
always dreamed, the girl who would share his inner, se¬ 
cret life, would "carry away from Burma the same memo¬ 
ries as he carried . , . who would love Burma as he 
loved it and hate it as he hated ltd' 

Bui Elizabeth merely hates Burma, hates It as only 
burra memsahibs can hate an Eastern country. Further¬ 
more, her upbringing has made her neurotically afraid of 
anything intellectual, bohemian, or un-Bridshly odd. The 
consequence is a series of almost grotesque misunder¬ 
standings, as Flory, still thinking that she Is “civilized,” 
tries to carry on her education in the wonders of Oriental 
life by taking her to a -prve dance in the native quarter and 
explaining its artistic significance, by leading her into the 
stench and turmoil of the bazaar, and by Introducing her 
to the Chinese merchant LI Yelk and his disconcerting 
household. Each occasion ends in the revelation to Eliza¬ 
beth that Flory is something less than, a pukka sahib. 
However — leaving aside the interlude with VerraJl — 
there are ups as well as downs In their relationship; the 
ups occur when Flory accidentally reveals conventionally 
heroic aspects of his character which appeal to Elizabeth's 
boarding school romanticism. He rescues her from the 
buffalo, which she cannot believe is really harmless. He 
saves the situation by daring and presence of mind when 
the Burmese mob attacks the club. And, most important 
of all, he introduces Elizabeth to the aristocratic pursuit of 
shooting. 

This Is the point, as Malcolm Muggeridge has remarked 
fn lus otherwise somewhat, inaccurate study of Burmese 
Days, at which Flory's passion for Elizabeth at last seems 
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credible, as their hands meet over the body of the jungle 
cock which Elizabeth has shot It may tell us something 
about Orwell that this one convincing love scene in the 
novel is full of sadistic implications; certainly It tells us a 
great deal about Holy's predicament. For there is a direct 
correlation between Elizabeth’s feelings, for Flory and the 
slaughter of birds and animals, "'She was conscious of an 
extraordin ary desire to fling her arms round Flury's neck 
and kiss him; and in some way it was the kill mg of the 
pigeon that made her feel this/' From tins point there ls no 
reason to be surprised at any of Elizabeth’s demonstra¬ 
tions of hear lie ssness. 

Another aspect of the shooting expedition is revealed 
with the reappearance of the green pigeons, the birds 
which had aroused Flory’s ecstasy of appreciation and his 
pangs of loneliness on the evenin g before he first met Eliz¬ 
abeth, Then he had longed for someone to share in the 
appreciation of ill at beauty: now lie finds only someone to 
share in its destruction, and nothing can demonstrate 
more clearly die difference in character and viewpoint be¬ 
tween Flory and Elizabeth than the. conversation which 
takes place after he has shot two of the green pigeons. 
Flory displays their corpses, pointing out their beauty, 
dwelling tenderly on the jewel-like coloring of the breast 
feathers, reciting a poetic Burmese tale about them, "Are 
they good to Oaf.?" is all Elizabeth has to ask. “Very” he 
says; “even so, ! always feel it’s a shame to kill them / 1 "I 
wish I could do it like you doF says Elizabeth enviously. 
The whole conversation shows the frank brutality that un¬ 
derlies her soulless flower-like beamy. It also demon¬ 
strates the contradiction in Flory’s attitude, for the beauty 
which he loves he is also willing to destroy so as to prove 
himself in the eyes of this empty and worthless girl. 

What Flory seeks in Elizabeth is support and. comrade- 
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ship iii the rebellion against the unwritten code of the 
sahibs, and, ironically, it is under the stimulus of his 
meeting with her that he at last shows his rebellion openly 
and insists, as he had not dared to do before, on the elec- 
don qf his friend Veraswami to the club. Once such a 
feeling of hope and revolt has been stirred, it is impossible 
for him to return to the old life of secret! veness and bru¬ 
talized passions. But his views about the '‘natives/’ and his 
bookishness, which .is really another kind oi rebellion, are 
what Elisabeth distrusts most of all in him, and when she 
finally rejects him it is because of that which has made 
him different from other sahibs, and has doomed him to 
be a rebel and a self-Condemned outcast. 

It was not what he had done that horrified her. He might 
have committer! a thousand Abominations arid she could ha\ T e 
forgiven liim. But not after that shameful, squalid scene, and 
the devilish ugliness of his disfigured face in that moment. 
It was, Anally, the birthmark that had damned him. 

Flory has found that the only way he can really escape 
from the condition of being a sahib, the only rebellion he 
can finally make against the ehie to which he belongs, is 
death If Ma HI a May personifies the Burmese land which 
he has injured by killing its most beautiful beings and the 
Burmese people whom he has insulted by demanding inti¬ 
macy without equality, Elizabeth in her turn personifies: 
that unspoken corporate spirit of the ruling community 
which half consciously detects the treasons of its mem¬ 
bers and punishes them by scorn and rejection. Cut off 
from 'his last hope of personal fulfillment within the rid¬ 
ing elite to which he belongs, faced by the impenetrability 
of that other world to which he has been attracted, Flory 
is doomed. 

There has always, in fact, been only one w r ayin which a 
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white man could ever cast off his foreign ness and im¬ 
merse himself in Asia, and Lit at is through religious re¬ 
nunciation, through the abandonment of all Ins past when 
he assumes the ocher vestment of the sarinyasin or the 
orange robe of the Buddhist monk. Eut this never occurs 
to Fia.ry, and there is no evidence that It occured to Orwell, 
at least while he was still In Burma. 


V 



HE renunciation that F'iory never achieved became 


1 the keynote for almost a decade of his creator’s life 
and work after returning from the East in .1927. In ills 
mind Orwell had already rebelled against the imperialist 
system, and now that he returned to England he rebelled 
in action against the replica of imperialism which he dis¬ 
covered when he looked wi.Lh new eyes at English society. 
In order to write about this discovery, and to gain the ex¬ 
perience he considered necessary for that purpose, he 
quite deliberately chose a life of poverty and evaded any 
kind of occupation that might lead him away from the 
path he had selected. 

There have been suggestions that this may be a roman¬ 
ticized view of Or well's motives at this period, T. R. Fyvcl, 
a journalistic associate of Or well during the 1940’5, 
claims that Orwell blamed external circumstances for his 
poverty. 

Many years later, when I tackled Orwell on the subject, he 
said that in actual fact he had found it difficult to find work 
on returning from Euima. He had little money, few social con¬ 
nections, and no special trade; it was a time of unemploy¬ 
ment; a respectable job would have been difficult, enough, 
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It la quite possible that Orwell did give Mr. Fyvel such an 
explanation; he did not like being “tackled'■ on any detail 
of Ills personal life, and he was inclined to throw up eva¬ 
sive smoke screens whenever anyone tried to pry informa¬ 
tion out of him. The fact Is that in 1927, when Orwell 
came hack from Burma, jobs were still quite easy to get, 
and even in the 1930's it was not difficult for an Old Eton¬ 
ian, with Lhe kind of friends Orwell had made ai school, to 
find employment. There is no evidence that Orwell ever 
sought anything more than casual teaching or tutoring 
work* and he appears to have been too proud to ask more 
than one of his friends, the mysterious B, of Doum and 
Out in Paris, and London, for help. His sister Avail records 
that “he was quite determined that what, he wanted to do 
was to write, and he wasn't going to be any kind of charge 
on (die family. He was determined to make his own way, 
but he was going to do it in his own way," 

We have also OrwelFs very emphatic statement that 
even before he had left Burma he already felt repelled by 
the idea of a successful career in any conventional sense, 
since he believed it could not be achieved without some 
kind of exploitation, “At. that time failure seemed to rne 
the only virtue. Every suspicion of self-advancement, even 
to- 'succeed 3 ' In life to the extent of making a few hundreds 
a year, seemed to me spiritually ugly, a species of bully¬ 
ing, 33 Tt is not likely that a man who thinks in this way will 
spend his time or effort looking for a good job. But if he 
feels as guilty as Orwell did, it Is likely that he will sooner 
or later begin to think in terms of renunciation* even if it 
does not take on a religious coloring, and this Is precisely 
the development which Orwell's droughts followed: 

What I profoundly wanted, at that time, was to find some 
way of getting out of the respectable world, altogether, I modi- 
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taied upon it a great deal, T even planned parts of it in detail; 
how could one sell everything, give everything away, change 
one’s name and start out with no money and nothing hut the 
clothes on? stood up in r But in real life nobody ever does that 
hind of thing; apart from the relatives and friends who have 
to be tonsideredj it is dnubifu] whether an educated man 
coitfd do it if there were any other course open to him. But 
at least I could! go among these people., see what their Jives 
were hke and led myself temporarily part of their world. Once 
I had been among them and accepted bv them, I should have 
touched bottom, and —this is what I felt; I was aware even 
then that It was Irrational—-part of m3 7 guilt would drop 
from me t 

This avowal occurs in The Road to Wigan Pier , which 
On veil wrote in 1936, and it is followed by an account of 
how be. decided that be would disguise himself and go 
down to the East End of London to mingle with various 
types of social outcasts, Having changed into appropri¬ 
ately dirty working-class clothes, he set off for Lhneliouse. 
and therej screwing up his courage, he entered the dark 
doorway ol' a building with a notice in the window: Good 
Beds for Single Men , 


J was still half afraid of the working class. I . , . wanted 
to become one of them, but I still thought of them as alien 
and dangerous j- going into the daTk doorway of that common 
lodoing house seemed to me like going down into some dread¬ 
ful subterranean pi ace—a sewer full of rats, for instance. 

As the ultimate tenure of Room 101 in Nineteen Eighty- 
Four later revealed, there was nothing Orwell feared more 
than, rats. Inside the lodging house, having paid his nine- 
pence., he went into the frowsy underground kitchen. 
No one took any notice except a drunken young stevedore 
who lurched towards him. Orwell stiffened for a fight. 
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The next moment the stevedore collapsed on my chest anti 
flung his arms round my neck r Ave a cup of tea, chum!"” 
he cried tearfully; “ ’avc a cup of tea!" I had a cup of tea. It 
was a kind of baptism. 

The idea of baptism, of sacramental initiation, even if 
only with a cup of tea, suggests the high seriousness with 
which Orwell at this time took the idea of renouncing his 
past and stepping down into the lower depths of society. 
And, though in hindsight at the beginning of his Socialist 
period he is willing to say ■— as we have seen — that “in. 
real life nobody does that sort of thing,” in the course of 
his last twenty years he did manage to achieve a great deal 
of his program. He changed his name so thoroughly that I 
have met people who knew him for years in the 1940’s 
and did not realize that he had been born any other than 
George Or well He even made a good start on changing his 
personality. He abandoned the elaborately caste-ridden 
world of the upper middle class, first for the “squalid little 
democracy” of Lbe tramps, and then for the classless soci¬ 
ety of the literary imelbcfentsi a. Tor years lie Jived on the 
remote frontiers of the world where money counted, en¬ 
during poverty in smelly Paris hotels and dank Essex cot¬ 
tages* in die middle 1930’s keeping a shop- that brought 
him am average income of a pound a week, and heading 
off to a life of Hebridean primitiveness as soon as the six- 
year interval of the war had ended. Even if he had sur¬ 
vived his last Illness and had continued to enjoy the unex¬ 
pected financial success which attended his last two 
books, I suspect he would have found a way of making 
himself poor again; he fled to Jura partly because he tired 
very quickly of the novelty of comparative wealth. Finally, 
though he abandoned neither his family nor his friends, 
and indeed managed to keep going a surprising number of 
guarded and camefullv compartmentalized relationships. 
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he made everyone accept him on his own eccentric terms'. 
It was a triumph, if nor entirely of renunciation, certainly 
of self-transfoiTriaUorL 

But this process lasted for twenty year-si- and it had not 
come lo an end when he died, for just before his fmal col¬ 
lapse he v. as still planning, changes in his life and new 
approaches to writing which would enable him to delve 
deeper into the problems of human relationships. At 
present we arc concerned only with Lite books that belong 
to the first part of this period, the nine years between Or¬ 
well's return from Burma and his departure early in 1936 
on hi5 first Socialist expedition to that mythical destina¬ 
tion well known to joking North countrymenWigan Pier. 
Apart from the writings on Bilim a which T have already 
discussed, Orwell wrote- three books during these nine 
years: the semhuuobiograpbv, Down and Qttt in Paris and 
London, and two novels, A Clergyman^ Daughter and 
Keep the Aspidistra Fhjino. In each of these works the 
hero — or heroine in the case of A Clergyman's Daughter 
— descends into the lower depths of society; in each a 
variant on the theme of renunciation is played out; in 
each therenunciate fails to maintain his separation from 
the elite to which he belongs, and returns co his middle- 
class place in society knowing mure about himself and 
about the world; in each of the two novels a defeat is im¬ 
plied. though the defeats vary in nature. There is one 
other important piece of writing relating to this period, 
the essay “How the Poor Die* which I published in Now 
in 7936: Lhe manuscript Orwell handed to me was, 1 
gathered, a revised version of an earlier piece written 
towards the end of the logo’s but not published at that 
time, 

Down and Out- in Paris and London shows how cau- 
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tlously we must approach any of Orwell's works usually 
considered au Lobiographicat; there is an obvious discrep¬ 
ancy between the account given in this book in 1933 of 
Ills reasons for going among the outcasts of England, 
and the account three years later in The Road. lo Wigan 
P fCr. In The Road 10 Wigan Pier, as we have seen, he sug¬ 
gests that Ms first contact with the lower depths of society 
occurred when he went on a planned expedition to find 
out who inhabited these obscure regions and how they 
lived, in Down and Out in 'Paris and London, he asserts 
that his earliest experience of common lodging houses 
and casual wards took place almost accidentally, w r hen he 
re turned penniless from Paris and found that an expected 
job had not materialized, Thereupon, apparently without 
contacting his relatives or any of his friends except the 
mysterious IT from whom he did not like, to borrow any 
more money, he exchanged Ms second-best suit for a set 
of tramp’s clothes and dropped into the depths, down 
from Ms station in society and p&t of his class. Tills part 
of his story cerLainly sounds implausible; it is hardly the 
way a middle-class person would decide to tide over a pe¬ 
riod of destitution, unless be had thought of it beforehand 
and had some particular reason already in mind for fol¬ 
lowing such a desperate course. 

Some circumstantial support Is given to the account in. 
The Road to Wigan Pier by the evidence of Orwell's 
friends that he was in the habit, at least by 1930, of going 
regularly on planned expeditions Into the slums. lie kept a 
suit of shabby clothes for this purpose at Ruth Fitter 1 ? 
Chelsea studio, and one evening at about the same period 
he arrived at Richard Rees's flat, changed into his tramp’‘s 
garb, and set off with the hope of getting arrested for 
drunkenness and seeing the inside of a prison; the attempt. 
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was frustrated b'ecsitifie Lite police sergeant recognized his 
Eton accent and released Mm next morning with a hi¬ 
ther] y lecture. 

It is the: self-conscious deliberation of these adventures 
that is significant; the whole idea of going into the slums 
has a peculiar fin-de-aweie literary flavor reminiscent of 
Sherlock Holmes setting off ].n disguise from his flat in. 
Baker Street to seek in some criminal slum the lost fact 
that will complete the case he is about to solve. Orwell too 
was seeking facts for a ease.,, his case against society. But 
tliere seem to have been yet other motives behind his de¬ 
scent into the seedy underworld of tramps and beggars. 
The fascination of disguise, of putting on a new seif, the 
firsL stage of the transformation of Erie Blair into George 
Orwell, was undoubtedly one of them. One also detects a 
kind of noslakjie de la hone, a fastidious man's urge to 
submerge himself in a hideous and malodorous seating, 
rather as the decadent poets did in an earlier generation r 
Here there may well be a link between Orwell's attempts 
to discover his true self and his interest In Oscar Wilde, 
particularly in Wilde's florid masterpiece The Picture, of 
Dorian Gray, a “good bad book;" as Orwell would have 
called it. which lodged in his mind when he was a youth 
at Eton and which he was still defending in the late 
1040's, Dorian Gray also descended into Lhe lower depths 
of London society, and if we adopt the device of uniting a 
group of sentences, taken from three consecutive pages of 
Wilde’s novel, we can establish the kind of image which, 
vivid at the time of first reading and living dimly in. the 
memory, may well have helped to determine Orwell on his 
course of self-submersion in the slums. 

As midnight was striking bronze blows upon the dusky air, 
Dorian Gray dressed commonly, and with a muffler wrapped 
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round hi& thruai, crept quietly out of the hou&e, - . - The 
way seemed interminable, and the streets like the black web 
of some sprawling spider. The monotony became unbearable,, 
and. as the mist thickened, he felt afraid . „ . Ugliness was 
the one reality, The coarse brawl, the loathsome don, the crude 
violence of disordered iiI'c, the very vileness of thief and out¬ 
cast, were more vivid, in their intense actuality of impression, 
than all the gracious shapes of Art, the dreamy shadows of 
Song- They were whaE be needed for forgetfulness , . . Sud¬ 
denly the man drew up with a jerk at the top of a dark lane. 
Over the low roofs and jagged chimney stacks of the houses 
rose the black masts of the ships ... he hurried quickly JT1 
the direction of the quay. , - , Tii about seven or eight min¬ 
utes he reached a small shabby house that was wedged in 
between two gaunt factories. 

Dorian Gray went in search of opium, Orwell of an¬ 
other kind of forgetfulness, but each had his guilt, each 
picked a disguise, eEich set off with a touch of fear for the 
darknesses of London’s dockland sub world, where, In die 
ugliness of misery, the diamond of reality might be found. 
The suggestion of a Wikteian influence at this early period 
may seem farfetched to those who think only of the later 
Orwell, with his plain man’s stance and his undccoratcd 
prose. Bui 1 l fits in with the aesthedeist position which Or¬ 
well was defending in his Adelphi reviews during the 
early 1930*3, It is true that he was already beginning to 
discipline the ornatencss out of Ms own writing, but there 
are still passages mingled with the generally spare and 
colloquial prose of Dozen atOnt in Paris and London 
which might have fitted very well into one of the decadent 
magazines of the iSgo’s^ the Interpolated tale of Charlie 
and his sadistic adventure in the red-tapestried cellar is a 
striking example of this kind of survival from a literary 
school which at first sight seems opposed to all Orwell’S 
declared Literary aims. But Orwell's sustained Interest in 
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The Picture of Dorian Cray was most probably due to the 
fact that It described a double life centering around the 
creation of a rlevv persona., and this was precisely what 
concerned Orwell at the time he was making his expedi¬ 
tions into the slums. Significantly,, his own hew self 
emerged into public view when the account of those expe¬ 
dition i was first published under the hitherto unknown 
signature of George Grwcil, 

These speculations lead one to. the conclusion that, a de¬ 
lay ed literary romanticism was one of the most important 
among the motives that first started OrweJI on the series 
of choices which gave his life such a special and dramatic 
flavor for those hying in the genera Lion after his death. He 
began with the attempt to make life imitate literature, 
though he quickly turned the paradox on its head and 
made his writing the distillation of his life. Certainly his 
choice of action when he first descended into the life of [lie 
slums appears,- from all the evidence we possess, to have 
been deliberate and premeditated, which means that the 
account in The Road to 'Wiyan Pt<?r is factual, and that in 
Dtnvu cmd Out in Pari.? and London, at least partly fiction. 
In all probability die period of tamping did not begin as 
fie suggests in the latter book. But from a purely literary 
point of' view it was an excellent Idea to bring the two epi¬ 
sodes together by means of an artificial bridge and so to 
balance the picture of poverty in England with that of 
pover t v in Fr an ee. 

It is in France that the story begins. "Poverty is what I 
am writing about/ - ' says Orwell In die first chapter of 
Down and Out in Paris and Loudon, “and I had mv first 
com act with poverty in this slum/' 2 The slum is a seedy 
quarter of the Left Bank in Paris, and at: first the reader is 
surprised that after five years in Asia, Orwell should make 
such a statement. But in Burma he had seen poverty from 
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the other side of the caste screen, as a ruler observing the 
ruled; he had not been directly involved. It was in Paris 
that he first actually lived among Llie poor, from whom he 
had been insulated in England by his rigid middle-class 
upbringing; the elimination of the experience was his 
own sudden and complete impoverishment through a bur¬ 
glary hi his hotel room. 

Orwell devotes only a few pages to the relatively long 
period in which he was an observer rather than a partici¬ 
pant in the life of the poor, and he emphasizes this specta¬ 
tor’s role by describing just what he saw and heard; the 
strange raffish people in the bistros and the bugs march¬ 
ing in patterns over the walls of the hotel rooms; the 
coarse, noisy quarrels in the streets and the strange stories 
that the slun>dw T ellers told of themselves and each other. 
This period* he tells us, lasted eighteen months* which 
means that after an obscure period following his return 
from Burma, he reached Paris about the beginning of 
1928, Presumably he lived mainly on his savings, though 
he did sell some newspaper articles and he gave English 
lessons which brought him in thirty-six francs — about 
six shillings — a week. 

The end of the eighteen months can be estimated fairly 
closely. “How the Poor Die*' tells ns that in February 1929 
Orwell underwent one of Ms rather frequent hospitaliza¬ 
tions, tins time for pneumonia* in the Hopital X,- this* he 
told me* was the Hopital Cochin* a sprawling old- 
fashioned structure in the Boulevard du Port Royal which 
in the 1920's was still a stronghold of French medical ob¬ 
scurantism, His description of the institution is a terrify¬ 
ing document, impregnated with his strong consciousness 
of the way in which social conditions— the class he be¬ 
longs to — can affect every aspect of a man's existence, 
even to his death* 
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It in the HQpital Cochin that Orwell first met Boris, 
the former Tsarist officer turned waiter, and since the 
events described in Down, and Out in Paris and London 
happened in the following summer, tins places them -— if 
ive accept Orwell's guide points —in the middle of iqvjq. 
It was in the company of Boris, fallen, on equally bleak 
days, that Orwell tried to extricate himself from destitu¬ 
tion. 

At first, when Orwell (and now I am using the name to 
designate the possibly semifietiond I of the narrative) 
loses his money, he sinks into a mood of solitary resigna¬ 
tion. Even before his room was robbed be had realized 
that his funds would not last long and had decided to 
find a job as a tourist guide or interpreter. But as soon as 
he really loses his money — all but forty-seven francs ol 
it — he abandons his plans of finding work, for the curi¬ 
ous reason that to live on a shilling a day is “too difficult to 
leave much thought for anything else/ 7 The argument is 
unconvincing, and all one can assume is that Orwell actu¬ 
ally welcomed die idea of experiencing real destitution, of 
knowing at first hand what hunger meant. He describes 
the experience with die calm but involved .interest which a 
physic rim might feel in observing the course of a sickness 
With which he has inoculated himself; 


It is altogether curious, your first contact with poverty. 
You have thought so much about poverty—it is the thing 
you have feared nil your life, the tiling you knew would hap¬ 
pen to you sooner or later $ and it is all so utterly and pro¬ 
saic ally different. You thought it would be quite simple; it is 
extra ordinarily complicated. You (bought it would be terrible 2 
it is merely squalid and boring. It is the peculiar lowness of 
poverty that you discover fir^t; die shifts that it puts you to, 
the complicated meanness, the crust-wiping. 
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At first Orwell endures poverty alone, arid the shifts he 
does adopt reveal the reactions, proper to his social posi¬ 
tion. For they are all designer! to achieve what he else¬ 
where showed to be the special concern of the lower upper 
middle class — to keep up appearances on a totally inade¬ 
quate income — and his life becomes a senes of contriv¬ 
ances to prevent other people’s getting to know about his 
poverty. 

The situation goes from bad to worse; Orwell’s English 
pupils leave Mm, his prospects o! even a shilling a day 
vanish, and he cannot any longer avoid finding a job, Eut 
even now he does not go after one of the relatively good 
jobs he had originally contemplated. He decides, to search 
out Boris in the hope that he can help him get work as a 
scullion in some hotel kitchen, one of the lowest-paid, 
most arduous and most despised of all the jobs available 
in Paris. Again one detects the touch of deliberation that, 
marks alibis encounters with, the lower depths of society. 
Why pick this, of all occupations, without trying for any¬ 
thing better beforehand? The accident of his acquaint¬ 
ance with Boris is insufficient explanation, Orwell must 
have decided to make the best of bis misfortune, at least 
in terms of gathering experience, by seeking an occupa¬ 
tion in which he could find out by hard personal effort, 
what it was like to become, as he later called it, “the slave 
of slaves , == 

But even this humble work is hard to get, mid for days 
Boris and Orwell live mainly on luck. The experience 
gives Orwell the subject matter for a series of fascinating 
disquisitions on such subjects as the cooking and shop¬ 
ping habits of the very poor, ways to deceive hotel land¬ 
ladies, the customs of Paris pawnshops; in the process he 
gives us a glimpse, into that mind packed with curious 
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facts which in later years blossomed so extravagantly in 
his weekly essays for the Tribune. 

At last the two men find employment as cafe tiers, the 
lowest grade of -plangeurs f in one of the big international 
hotels of Pans. The chapters which recount their experi¬ 
ences form a classic piece of reporting on labor conditions 
in Paris during the bad old days of die i^q’s, a study full 
of brilliant vignettes of the strange mixture of men of all 
types and nationalities who had found their way. almost 
like cockroaches, into the great dirty warren that lay on 
the other side of the soundproof and smelly roof doors 
from the rich and often titled guests. The vividness with 
which it is all described reflects a fascination with that 
extraordinary world of hotel cellars which lasted in retro¬ 
spect to the end of Orwell's life. As late as 1047, the pubth 
cation of a pamphlet called The French Cooks' Syndicate, 
by a veteran Anarchist who had helped to organize the 
workers in the larger London hotels, set him talking to me 
at great length about the relative merits of various hotel 
systems ■ he reviewed the pamphlet knowledgeably and fa- 
Vcrab! y in Free darn r 

The most striking aspect 0.1 this earlier section of Ptfto 
and Out in Paris and London is the model caste society 
which emerges as Orwell describes the organization of the 
hotel. Not only is the staff divided into a surprisingly com¬ 
plicated hierarchy of occupations, a microcosm of the so¬ 
cial hierarchy outside, but there is also a gulf separating 
staff from guests as clearly as the rulers in Burma were 
separated from the ruled. The guests are Battered, de¬ 
frauded, ha Led, but envied by the staff, in much the same 
way as the British by the Burmese; a genuine human rela¬ 
tionship between the two sides is virtually impossible. 

For the fust time in his life Orwell now finds himself 
where he had long wished to be, among the exploited on 
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the other side of the class barrier, working fifteen hours a 
day for a pound a week, and so far down tlie ladder that 
even his fellow workers can lord it over him. He has; — so 
he believes — at last found a place among the disinher¬ 
ited. and when he comes to describe the life of a plwgtur, 
the eornparisioii lie makes is significantly with some of 
the most exploited beings of Asia, the rickshaw wallah 
and the gharry pony. The three slaveries arc, he feels, 
similar and equally unjustifiable. 


The&e ATe instances of unnecessary work, for there is no 
real need for gharries and rickshaws; they only exist because 
Orientals consider it vulgar to walk. They arc luxuries, and. 
as anyone who has ridden, in them knows, very poor luxuries, 
They siffurd a small amount of convenience, which cannot, 
possibly balance the suffering of the men and the animals. 

Similarly with the plongevr. He is a king compared 'with a 
rickshaw puller or a gharry pony, but his case is analogous. 
He is the slave of a hotel or a restaurant^ and his slavery is 
more or loss useless. 

At this point Orwell;has succeeded, at least temporarily, 
in assuaging the gnawing guilt of Burma, Ho has become 
the European equivalent of the depressed coolie and the 
maltreated animal, the slave of slaves. And in judging the 
experience, he brings Forward his own idea of the class 
struggle, of the .gulf of rnisundersLanding between the 
poor and the rich,, who choose to keep their inferiors in 
unreasonable bondage because in their mind there lurks 
the fearful vision of the mob, die “horde of subrneri" who 
have to be kept working for ihc safety of the upper classes. 

A vhmxetiT is a slave, and a wasted slave, doing stupid and 
largely unnecessary work. He is kept at work, ultimately, be¬ 
cause of ii vague, feeling that ho would he dangerous if lie 
hud leisure. And educated people* who should he on his side. 
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acquiesce in the process, because they know nothing about 
bbn and consequently are afraid of him, 1 say this of the 
■ptongeur because- it is his case I have been considering;; it 
would apply equally To numberless other types of worker. 

The statement had the touch of exaggeration with 
which readers were to become more familiar as Orwell's 
later books were published, but it does make a point essen¬ 
tial to the world view that inspires Ins writings — that 
men are divided between the ruled and the Tolers, between 
the rich and the poor, lie tween the educated and the uned¬ 
ucated, between the sahib and the "native/’ and that fear 
perpetuates the division, Toe implication is that, having 
had the courage to descend into the depths, Orwell him¬ 
self has shed his fear and can recognise the equality of all 
men, Let others do the same. 

But there is one element of inequality left. Orwell can 
get away, and does so when the opportunity appears. His 
past, and his English middle-class world draw him back 
through the mysterious B.. who, after Orwell has left the 
hotel and worked for two weeks in the even worse drudg¬ 
ery in tine kitchen of a chic Parisian emherge, writes from 
England to say that he can arrange a job “looking after a 
congenital imbecile, which sounded like a splendid cure,” 
A magical reversal of roles takes place. Orwell goes back 
to the auherge where he had worked and -drinks a beer in 
the bar. “It is a curious sensation, being a customer where 
you have been a slave's slave.” And, though he does not 
seem aware of it at lire dine, the sensation brands Orwell 
tiie middle-class man who because of his con nee Lions lias 
the privilege of escape denied throughout their lives to 
most of bis fellow plongcurs. 

The same might be said of the experience which —if 
we follow the account given in pofyft and Out in Paris and 
London. — awaits him when he gets back to London and 



LIFE AGAINST GDEhS I IQ 


finds that his imbecile charge has been taken abroad and 
will not be back for a month. “I suppose you can bang on 
till then?" says B, With nineteen and sixpence in his 
pocket Onvell shows ari almost unbelievable lack of fore¬ 
thought by neglecting to borrow from B. Instead, as we 
have seen, he drops down into die world of common Lodg¬ 
ing houses, coffee shops and casual wards. This experi¬ 
ence is as different from Jus life among the ■plon.gvurs 
as. England is different from France — '"cleaner and 
quieter and drearier. 1 ’ The narrative responds to the 
changed mood, and Falls into a slower pace as Orwell en¬ 
dures the grime and smell of East London doss houses and 
wanders with his tramp companions on the dreary beg¬ 
ging circuit of casual wards. 

The world in which he moves is less fierce, less cosmo¬ 
politan and possibly less individualistic than that of Paris; 
the one really strong character. Bozo the scrccvcr, "'has 
lived in France and despises the English;” Most of the 
tramps are wretched figures, little resembling the mon¬ 
sters which they appear to timid suburban housewives. 
Typical is Orwell’s road companion, the Irishman Paddy 
Jacques, 

He had the regular character of a tramp, abject, envious, 
a jackals character. Nevertheless, he was a good fellow, gen¬ 
erous by nature and capable of sharing Isis last ovist with a 
friend: indeed he did literally share his last crust with me 
more than once. He was probably capable of Work too, if he 
had been well fed for a few months.. But two years of bread 
and margarine had lowered his standards hopelessly. He had 
lived on this filthy imitation of food till his own mind and 
body were compounded of inferior sluE, II was jna 1 nutrition 
and not any native vice that: had destroyed his manhood. 

Once again Onvell escapes, after a final tramp to Lower 
Binfield, where the tramps sprawl on the village green 
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waiting; fox the casual ward to open, and a clergyman- and 
Ms daughter come and stare at them. We shall meet the 
clergyman and Ms daughter again and revisit Lower Bin- 
field in Orwell's later works. Meanwhile wc follow" him back 
to London * where 1 -i. is waiting with a loan and a job* and 
back to the moral which he draws with almost Victorian 
conscientiousness from every experience, in die final chap* 
ters of Down and Out in Paris and London there is much 
discussion, which in the England of the reliefs has only a 
historical interest, of workhouses and of the .general treat¬ 
ment of the tramp. More significant, for its bearing on the 
sustained theme of alienation, is Orwell's theory of why 
people despise beggars and tramps; it is complementary to 
his theory of why people force men to kill them selves do¬ 
ing worthless jobs like that of the -plongeuT. He rejects im¬ 
mediately the old argument that beggars are despicable 
parasites because they do not work. 

A beggar works by standing out of doors in ail weathers 
arid getting varicose veins, chronic bronchitis, etc. It is a trade 
like any other; quite useless, of course—but then., pay 
reputable trades are quite useless. And as a social type a beg¬ 
gar compares well with scores of others. He is honest com¬ 
pared with the sellers of most patent medicines, high-minded 
Compared with a Sunday newspaper proprietor, amiable com¬ 
pared with a hire purchase tout — in short, a parasite, but a 
fairly harmless parasite. 

His final conclusion is that beggars arc despised Ibt one 
reason only — they do not succeed In earning a decent liv¬ 
ing In a world where to make a lot of money legally has 
become the criterion of respectahilli.y, 

A beggar, looked at realistically, is simply a businessman, 
getting his living, like other businessmen;, in the way that 
comes to hand. He has not, more than most modem people. 
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sold his honor; he has merely ma.de the mistake of choosing 
fi trade in which it is impossible to get rich. 

This is an attempt to explain soda] standing by highly 
simplified economic criteria. La Lev Orwell came to realize 
that the class system, with its built-in standards of merit, 
was a great deal more complex, and by xgg6j. wlieii he 
wrote The Road to Wigan Tier, he had reached the conclu¬ 
sion that the structure of class is not “entirely explicable 
in terms of money . + . it is also penetrated by a sort of 
shadowy caste system;"" which, is determined by a man’s 
traditions rather than his income. Thus, in spite of Lis 
nominal Socialist allegiance, lie moved at this point 
towards a view of Hie power structure in society as psy¬ 
chological rather than economic in nature., arid this trend 
of thought, confirmed by his observations of totalitarian 
regimes., led quite logically to (he idea of an elite inde¬ 
pendent of economic privileges which he portrays in 
Nincteen Eigh ty-Fa ur. 

Ifimpression one gains from a reading of Down and 
Out in Paris and London is that after his first descent into 
the underworld of extreme poverty Orwell felt that the es¬ 
tablishment of contact with these great shadowy regions 
of society had been much easier than he first feared, and 
that he need only proceed on the same path in order to 
understand the lower classes completely. The book ends 
almost optimistically, “Some day I want to explore that 
world more thoroughly. ... At present I do not feel di at 
l have seen more than the fringe of poverty.” This conclu¬ 
sion was in great part the result of the Teeling of release* 
of adventure’" to which he later confessed and which evi¬ 
dently resulted from a combination of his natural roman¬ 
ticism and his sense of having assuaged a guilt by making 
himself the nearest European equivalent of an Asian un- 
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touchable. On one occasion he encounters an Indian in a 
common lodging house, and talks to "him in Urdu; in re- 
plying the man calls him "turn”—"thou"—- which, as 
Orwell remarks., would have made him shudder in India. 
"Wc had got below the color range,” he adds, with obvious 
satisfaction t 

Only after the trip to the North Country in 1936 which 
is described in The Flood to Wigan Pier does Orwell ap¬ 
pear' to have realized what an incomplete view even of 
working-class society is gained from a position below the 
color and caste range. 


vi 

I N EACH of the three years following the appearance 
of Dc*uw and Ovt in Paris and .London Orwell pub¬ 
lished a novel. The first, Burmese: Days, made no refer¬ 
ence tc h.Is experiences among European slum dwellers, 
and was undoubtedly planned before that interlude began. 
The remaining two, A Clergyman's Daughter, published in 
T<j3 : g, and Keep thus Anpimstra Flying, published in 193G, 
were both concerned with characters who, like Orwell, 
slipped down for a period from die ledge of shabby gentil¬ 
ity into the lower depths of society. Just as Down and Out 
in Paris and London is ostensibly a book about basic desti¬ 
tution.. so A Clergymans Daughter is ostensibly about 
faith and the loss of it, and Keep the Aspidistra Flying 
about money and the lack of it. But each in its own way 
fits in with the central Orwellian theme of personal alien¬ 
ation caused by the class system, and in each of them the 
central character, seeking to liberate himself., undergoes a 
metamorphosis- which involves the substitution of a new 
persona for an old seif. 
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As Orwell himself realized, A Clergyman's Daughter 
and Keep the Aspidistra Ftying were his worst books, not 
necessarily because they were badly written, for both con¬ 
tain sorb6 good episodes arid each marks an advance in 
the use of language towards die colloquial Orwellian style 
that was finally matured in Homage to Catalonia and 
Coming Up for Air, hut because the material is In neither 
ease completely assimilated into the literary form. The 
novels lack stylistic and structural homogeneity. They are 
marred by veins of self-conscious theorizing and social 
com merit ary, which however well they may suit Orwell's 
semi autobiographical works, merely disfigure his fiction. 

The principal reason for these weaknesses is undoubt¬ 
edly that both novels are too close to the life Orwell was 
living and the anxieties he was experiencing at the time 
he was writing them. He was still unsure of his philo¬ 
sophic attitude and his artistic aims- He had not yet coped 
with that uneasy, tortured Eric Blair whom his acquaint¬ 
ances of that time remember as morose and often misan¬ 
thropic, and who., if we are to accept Rayner Ileppenstairs 
account, was liable to attacks of ferocious puritanism 
which his later friends find it hard to credit. His desire to 
create a plain and colloquial style of writing made him 
seem conservative and un experimental, at least in terms 
of the early t 930 s, so that his work was not readily ac¬ 
cepted by avant-garde magazines and appeared in jour¬ 
nals which were not quite in the swim, like the Adcfiphi 
and the Neiv English Weekly. Afterwards he was reluc¬ 
tant to talk about his early failures, but he once admitted 
to John Atkins that D&um and Out in Paris and London 
was turned down by several publishers before Gollancz 
eventually accepted it. 

At die same time, he was trying to make ends meet 
without letting his friends know how poor he really was. 
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There were periods when he devoted himself entirely to 
writing, living m the early 1930's in a cottage in Essex 
beside the river Orwell from which he took his new name, 
and, between 1935 and 1936, sharing a flat with Rayner 
Happens tall in the working-class London district of Kent¬ 
ish Town, Up to the early 1940's his income from writing 
was very slight. The magazines that published his work 
paid little more than taken fees; even his books brought 
him relatively little before the publication of Anitiial 
Farm . Of Homage to Catalonia, published in 1937. nine 
hundred copies had been sold by the time of his death 
thirteen years later, and no American edition appeared 
until fifteen years after first publication. In his corre¬ 
spondence one finds elusive references to obviously un¬ 
realised plans for earning large sums of' money by wait¬ 
ing; at one time he even undertook to write a serial (two 
thousand words an installment) for some unnamed peri¬ 
odic al, but the scheme does not appear to have survived 
the first installment he submitted. 

Sometimes, indeed, his writing income was so small 
that, even living spananly, Or,veil found himself obliged 
to alternate his periods of completely literary activity 
with interludes of employment,, usually so badly paid that 
it can have offered little relief, JFIe was still too proud to 
draw on the influence of his Etonian friends, but the pe¬ 
culiar’ dreariness of the jobs which he did accept and 
Which he even endured for relatively long periods was 
probably due as much to inclination as to necessity. For 
example, the unhappiness of his own childhood In a pre¬ 
paratory school appeals to have been the motive that 
prompted him to experience the process from the other 
end of the classroom when he taught for several months 
in a dejected private school at Hayes, one of the ugliest of 
West London suburbs. Later, he spent almost eighteen 
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months as an assistant at the bookshop on Southend 
Green hi Hump blear! He detested both occupations, and 
became almost obsessed with die idea of poverty. His 
sister Avril tells how, while still a schoolmaster at Hayes, 
tie suffered one of hi ft recurrent at Lacks of pneumonia, 
and in his delirium talked always of money, and not 
merely money in general, but actual cash which he could 
keep under his pillow. It was not until 1936 that Orwell 
began to swim into .mentally and materially smoother 
waters. 

The preoccupations of those unhappy days are reflected 
in 4 Clergymans Daughter and even more clearly in Keep 
the Aspidistra Flying, Not that these tire in any literal 
sense autobiographic til novels; neither Dorothy Hare, the 
heroine of A Clergymans Daughter, nor Gordon Corn- 
stock, the anti-hero of Keep the Aspidistra Flying, was in¬ 
tended to be even a disguised self-portrait. Both of them, it 
is true, belong to Orwell's social class, "the landless gen¬ 
try” as he ironically called them, and each shares some 
aspects of his own experience and some libers of his char¬ 
acter, But this merely means that he is using the life he 
knew as tine background against which to develop his 
characters in attitude and action, and that they start 
where lie left oil and go on their independent ways, Or¬ 
well did not lack imagination, hut his inventive powers 
were not very strongly developed. He found It hard to con¬ 
struct situations entirely outside Ms own experience, hi 
fact, he did bo only once, in Ardmal Farm; in every other 
book, not excepting Nine teen Eighty-Four, there was a 
limitation of the roving fancy — a limitation closely 
linked to his peculiar type of intellectual honesty. Like 
Defoe, lie had a passion for verisimilitude, and the best 
guarantee of verisimilitude is to rely on one's own direct, 
knowledge to the very point where the imagination finally 
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takes over and the characters glide on their own wings 
into, their parabolic courses. Tile danger of such art ap¬ 
proach is that the kind of work it produces docs not 
always become fully detached from the writers life or 
from bis intellectual as distinct from his artistic preoccu¬ 
pations, This is- notably the case with Orwell, and it mars 
even his later novels, where his characters are still liable 
to talk from the author’s mouth, U is a fault which has led 
many critics to doubt ±1 Orwell is a novelist at alb and on 
this point fie 'was prepared to agree with them. “I am not a 
real novelist. , , . /'lie admitted to Julian Symons. "One 
difficulty T have never solved is that one has masses of 
experience which one passionately wants to write about 
. . . and no way of using them up except by disguising 
them in a novel." In considering his works we have always 
to remember this conflict between the desire to give some 
kind of expression to an experience which he appre¬ 
hended with an unusual vividness, and the desire to create 
a work that would take on the autonomy of imaginative 
literature. Nowhere is the conflict more pronounced than 
in the two novels we arc now considering. 

A Clergyman's Daughter is, In Its wav, an Anglican 
novel, a twentieth-century descendant of The Way of All 
It begins in tire rectory of St, Atbclstan's Church at 
Knypc Hill in Suifolk, a. county which Orwell knew well 
because his family moved there in the year before lie went 
to Burma, The adventures of Dorothy Hare, the rector’s 
daughter, follow a picaresque cycle of episodes, taking her 
to London, to the h.opfields of Kent, to London again, and 
filially back to the rectory, where she resumes her old life, 
hut not quite where she left it off, for the action of the 
novel is spiral rather than circular, and she returns to the 
point of departure a changed person, with a knowledge 
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about the world and about herself which only her peregri¬ 
nations have made possible. 

The novel is schematically divided into five chapters, 
each of which recounts a phase in the heroine’s progress. 
The first, and the longest, deals with a single day in Doro¬ 
thy's life, beginning in the predawn darkness as site 
awakens, in extreme exhaustion from “some complex, 
troubling dream,” The complexity and. ihe troubles con¬ 
tinue throughout the day, Wc realize very soon that Doro¬ 
thy carries the burdens of a decaying parish for her selfish 
snob of a father, who Is still living in the dreams of an. 
“imaginary golden past'" of many servants and patient 
creditors. As she hurries about her day's duties, getting 
breakfast, waking Che maid, attending Holy Communion* 
worrying about debts, visiting the poor and the sick* 
pleading with her father for housekeeping money, arguing 
theologically with Victor Stone the church schoolmaster, 
avoiding tradesmen, fending off Mr. Warburton, the town 
satyr, and laboriously making cardboard armor for the: 
Sunday school play about Cavaliers and Roundheads, we 
learn a great deal about Dorothy, about the town in which 
she lives., and abend the Anglican traditions that have 
dominated her world since childhood. 

At twenty-Severn Dorothy is a pretty-plain girl with 
beautiful blond hair and a thin face verging on the 
spinsterish. Some childhood trauma lives on in her mind, 
and she will never overcome her pathological fear of sex¬ 
ual relation^ she is much rnore willing to plunge dutifully 
into her ice-cold bath, each morning than to plunge into 
marriage. Her other fears are more typical of her class — 
fear of creditors, of financial insecurity in general, and, 
above all, of failing to keep up appearances. She is enthu¬ 
siastic in performing the obligations of religion, but what 
she takes for faith is really a combination of morbid reiig- 
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iosiLy, expressed in scif-moftification (she slices pins into 
herself as a punishment for blasphemous thoughts) and 
momentary flashes of a kind of ecstasy which really 
springs from an unusually strong response to the sensory 
beauties of nature but which she confuses with pious feel¬ 
ings. On (he morning of that first day, for example, she is 
at the altar, trying to stifle her disgust at the thought of 
accepting Lhe chalice after it has been slobbered over by 
die disgusting and senile lips of Miss MayiilL She wishes 
to pray for forgiveness, but finds that she cannot,, and 
then she is in agony as to whether she should accept the 
proffered wafer “with such chaos in her heart/ 1 

Then It happened that she glanced sidelong,, through the 
open south door, A momentary spear of sunlight had pierced 
the clouds, It struck downwards through the leave# of the 
limes, and a spray of leaves in the doorway gleamed with a 
transient* matchless green, greener than jade or emerald or 
Atlantic waters, It was as though some jewel of unimaginabie 
splendor had Hashed for an Instant, filling the doorway with 
green light, and then faded. A fiood of joy ran through Dourer 
tiny's heart. The flash of living color had brought back to her, 
by a proces-s deeper than reason, her peace of mind, her love 
of God, her power of worship. Somehow, because of the green¬ 
ness of the leaves* it was again possible to pray. O* all ye 
green things upon the earth, praise ye the Lord! She began 
to pray, ardently* joyfully, thankfully. The wafer molted on 
her tongue. She took the chalice from her father and tasted 
without repulsion, oven with an added joy in this small act of 
self-abasement, the wet Imprint of Miss Mayfdhs Ups on the 
silver rim. 

Hera is. a mind existing on a perilous razor's edge. 

The day of Dorothy's labors and perturbations proceeds, 
against the background of a typical English country town 
of the years of change between the world wars, Knype Hill 
is divided sharply in social terms between the would-be 
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gentry and the godless workers who have come from the 
industrial areas to die new sugar beet factory. Even geo¬ 
graphically the town is split between ancient and modern, 
between respectable and prole taiian, as one can see on 
climbing the tower of St. Atbelstall’s, which stands on the 
highest point of the town, arid observing die lie of the 
houses. 

The great church broods Over it all, as the past broods 
over England, “much too large for the congregation, and 
ruinous and more than half empty.” The organ is unpaid 
for, the death watch beetles are in the beams, and seven of 
the eight bells are unswung and splintering the floor of' the 
belfry with their weight; one day they will corne booming 
and crashing down into the church porch. The decaying 
church is the symbol of a decaying moral order; its condi¬ 
tion poses the viability of ancient traditions in a modern 
world, and tins is one of' the novel's major themes, 

With a zestful combination of knowledge and irony 
possible only to a lapsed Anglican, Orwell fills oul the 
crowded day of parish duties, punctuating it with appro¬ 
priate theological discussions, and convincing one that 
Dorothy is really a kind of upper-class plovgeuse, a re¬ 
spectable drudge working a seventeen-hour day of alter¬ 
nating energy and exhaustion) one of the unlajnented and 
uncomplaining slaves of genteel proverty. The only real 
relief that she gains during the whole day is when she 
walks down the street with Mr. Warburton, who "has over 
her the hold that die blasphemer and evil-liver always has 
over the pious/’ and from whom she gets "Without being 
aware of it, a species of sympathy and understanding 
which she could not get elsewhere" The sympathy and 
understanding are, of course, for the feelings of rebellion 
which Dorothy cannot even admit to herself. 

But. Mr, Warburton’s sympathy is not without price, for 
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before the day is out Dorothy has let herself he persuaded 
to visit, his house., has stood up to an attack on her religion 
and resisted an assault on her virtue, and has fled with 
perturbation in her heart, observed by the town sc an dal- 
monger, Mrs. SempriLl. 

Up to this point A Clergy man's Daughter might be a 
conventional if somewhat astringent novel about ecclesi¬ 
astical life, a bit of modernized Trollope. But in the next 
part Orwellian idiosyncrasy takes over. Dorothy has sud¬ 
denly abandoned her elaborately const meted life. Like Or¬ 
well in his tramping days, she is "down and out.” in the 
double sense of being destitute and removed from her own 
middle-class world. As the narrative proceeds we gather 
that she has already been missing for ten days in a state of 
amnesia from the rectory, where we had last seen her 
drowsily pasting together paper jackboots for Roundheads 
at midnight after her flight from Mr. War bur ten, At no 
point in the novel are we told anything about the lost ten 
days, but when her memory begins to return fmgmenLar¬ 
dy she is in. the Old Kent Road, dirty and dressed in cheap, 
vulgar clothes; somehow during that ten days she has got 
from Knype Kid to London, and on the way she has boon 
robbed, of her identity as well as her possessions. The 
golden cross she always wore around her neck is symboli¬ 
cally missing, and so is her name; when she is asked to 
identify herself, it is die word “Ellen," the name of the 
rectory maid-of-all-work, that floats into her conscious¬ 
ness. She has, psychologically, been reborn, as Orwell 
wished to be. and reborn, as long as memory evades her, 
on the other side of the great gulf of cla^s. 

Kaving no recollection of her past, Dorothy is at first 
able to live without hesitation in "the strange dirty sub¬ 
world into which she was plunged” it is only after several 
days that she begins to question whether she has always 
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belonged to it. This ability to detach, oneself from past and 
upbringing is wliat Orwell arid bis heroes have always 
striven For; only Dorothy, in an abnormal psychological 
condition, is able to attain it even for a short period. She 
fails in with a trio of young Cockneys belonging to the 
fringe world of petty crime, and with them she sets out to 
join the annual saturnalia of East Londoners* the hop- 
picking in Kent that marks the end oF summer. The pere¬ 
grinations of Dorothy arid her companions as they wander 
erratically over the countryside, looking for work and rob¬ 
bing orchards and fields., sleeping under haystacks and 
wearing .their feet bloody, are extraordinarily arduous, but 
Dorothy endures uncomplaining, and by the time she and 
the thief Nobby, having lost their two companions, find 
work, the novel has generated a joy fulness of feeling 
which in all of Orwell's hooks is rivaled only once, in the 
passage describing George Bowling T s childhood fishing ex¬ 
peditions in Coming Up for Air. 

In the green licpfLeld world, Dorothy Is happier than 
she has ever been or ever will be again; The atmosphere of 
the fields, which Orwell knew directly from at least one 
season of hop-picking, is admirably evoked. The burning, 
scented afternoons in the plantations, the holiday atmos¬ 
phere, the everlasting inane songs, and the warmhearted 
democracy that continues through the work hours and the 
scanty leisure; all these combine to create an unharassed 
feeling which Dorothy has not experienced since child¬ 
hood. She does not need to be on her guard or to keep up 
appearances; in this world, unlike the past she remembers 
only in dim, puzzling images, everything is live-and-let- 
hve. Looking forward into Orwell's novels, one realises 
that these gypsies and transplanted Cockneys, working 
and larking in the Kentish hopfields, are the prototypes of 
the proles of Nweteen. Eighty-Four, as amiable and obsti- 
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nate, as doggedly down-to-earth and as totally unintdlcc- 
tual, as prone to be temp Led by the shoddiest products of 
modern pseudodviiization, and yet in their own unreason¬ 
ing way as independent of that other world which claims 
to rule -them. 

Like he life of the Burmese in Orwell’s earlier novel 7 
that cl the hoppers- is represented as being fax closer to 
nature than the life of the upper class to which Dorothy 
belongs, Many of these people are gypsies, furtive, animal- 
like little men., proud of their wandering life and oT he 
illiteracy that marks them off from civilization. And even 
the Cockneys seem to make terms easily with die country¬ 
side. if not with its people, as their young men rovs at 
night through the great unpicked orchards where the 
apples lie in golden heaps under the trees r 

For Dorothy, whom the hoppers accept without curi¬ 
osity, the interlude is rather like Flory’s dip into the 
green jungle pooL It is a time of renewal through & de¬ 
scent, almost In a Jungi&n sense, into the soothing waters 
of half-consciousness. The experience, as On well says, is 
like one of those dreams in. which “one accepts every thing, 
questions nothing. Dirt, rags, vagabondage, begging, 
stealing — .ail had seemed natural to her. 3 

But the dream ends; the waking world of her past 
claims her. Nobby is arrested for stealing apples, and the 
shock of the incident sets Dorothy’s mind working again. 
She remembers odd references she has heard among the 
hoppers to a rector’s daughter and the scandal associated 
With her disappearance, and all at once she realizes who 
she is. 

From this point joy drains out of the hook, and vitality 
with it. There follows a. dreary interlude while Dorothy, 
fearing to go homo under the shadow of unjustified si an* 
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der, tries to maintain bQ£ false personality as Ellen the 
housemaid and Lo find a job as a domestic servant. But 
outside the lit Lie democracy of the hop fields she finds that 
her class is against her. She cannot become it working 
girl, but site can become a beggar; Orwell here is ap¬ 
proaching the complex view of the English caste system 
set out in The Hoad lo Wit]an Pier, It is to begging that she 
finally descends., and the novel moves into the Joyceian 
nigh cm axe scene of a cold night among the derelicts in 
Trafalgar Square. This is die weakest part of the novel, 
because Orwell is using a self-conscious literary device in 
an attempt to dismiss the .fact that at this point he is 
rather clumsily grafting his own adventures and observa¬ 
tions in die London tramp world onto Dorothy's story. 
There is little improvement in the foil owing episode, 
where Dorothy, arrested for mendicancy, is improbably 
rescued bv the butler of her baronet cousin, a superannu¬ 
ated Edwardian masher, and is spirited away to teach in a 
dreadful little suburban private school Tt is true that Or¬ 
well admirably conveys the atmosphere — the peculiar 
squalid deadness — of such establishments, and in Mrs. 
Crecvy, the proprietress of Pangwood Academy for Girls, 
he creates one of his best characters, an appal ling figure 
of calculating ignorance and pietistie hypocrisy. But he is 
not content to employ the legitimate devices of fiction, and 
interrupts his narrative with long passages of authorial 
denunciation Of the private school system, introduced by 
the crudest of sleeve-pulling techniques, 

There are, by the way, vast numbers of private schools iti 
England. Second-rate, rbiTd-ia.te, and fourth-rate (King wood 
House was a specimen of the fourth-rate school), they exist 
by the dozen and the score in every London suburb and every 
provincial town, 
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The opinions expressed in such interpolations, which 
some limes continue fox two or three pages, arc sound and 
laudable, but they are more concerned with the atrocities 
endured by children in general than with Dorothy’s pre¬ 
dicament or with tlie major themes of the book, of which 
the racket of private education is cert ainl y not one. 

Yet the experience — as experience — is important to 
Dorothy, since the attempt to create a valid pattern of life 
in this unpromising setting helps to bridge a chasm that 
has opened in her life. For with her memory she lost 
some thing else that would once have, seemed very pre¬ 
cious to her —her faith; After the first moment in the 
hop-fields when she began to remember who site really 
was, there came a day of nostalgia for the rectory arid 
the existence associated with if for “all the multitudinous, 
urgent details of a life that had alternated between work 
and prayer.” Then, undiama tieally, comes the realization 
that prayer means nothing to her. She remembers that, she 
has not prayed at all since leaving home. 

Merc over, she was aware that she had no longer the small¬ 
est. impulse to pray. Mechanically, she began a whispered 
prayer, and stopped almost instantly; the words were empty 
and futile. Prayer, which had been the mainstay of her life, 
had no meaning for her any lodge.!. She recorded this fact as 
she walked slowly up the Toad, and she recorded it briefly, 
almost casually 7 a s though it had been something seen in 
passing — a flower in the ditch or a bird cruising the road — 
something noticed and then dismissed. She had nut even the 
time to reflect on what at might mean.. It was shouldered out 
of her mind by more momentous things. 

The loss of faith which is fnri revealed to Dorothy by a 
sense of the irrelevance of prayer is associated not only 
with the loss of memory, but also with the descent Into 
that natural life winch contains its own innocence and 
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therefore demands not. faith, bur merely acceptance, The 
hop fields an? Dorothy’s Eden, and from them she is driven 
out to the bitter world of experience represented by Tra¬ 
falgar Square and Ringwood Academy. With faith no 
longer there to provide a Mpport from outside, she has to 
call up resources within herself; in Mrs. Ct’eevy’s miser¬ 
able school, where she is exploited and humiliated, she 
finds the challenge as she begins to awaken ihe dull minds 
of children whose personalities have been atrophied by 
years of unbelievably had teaching. 

Almost any fob that fully occupied her would have been a 
relief after the horrible futility of die time of her destitution. 
But this Was more than a mere job; it was — so it seemed 
to her — a mission, a life-purpose, 

Between them, Mrs. Creevy and the narrow-minded 
nonconformist parents of the pupils soon put an end to 
Dorothy's Idealistic endeavors, and in the process they 
demonstrate die barrenness In practice of narrow doc¬ 
trines of salvation by faith as compared With broad beliefs 
that embrace and give importance to good works. Doro¬ 
thy, bom and bred in the Church of England, cannot be¬ 
gin to understand the nonconformist mind in its arid 
twentieth-century form, and the lack of understanding is 
mutual. Clearly, if Orwell has any sympathies at all* they 
are, despite his own disbelief, with the Anglican position, 
and 111 the final pages of A Ctergynmifs Daughter we en¬ 
counter for the first time in a strong identifiable form the 
conservatism that was the other face of Ms radicalism, 

Partly out of boredom and partly tuider pressure from 
Mrs. Creevy., who hopes to pick up a few Church of Eng¬ 
land pupils. Dorothy begins to attend the local church. 
Here she finds that every other aspect of the act of wor¬ 
ship has become as meaningless as prayer. There is no 
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dbubf at all that her faith has vanished5 she has under¬ 
gone "a change in the- climate, of the .mind’ 1 which may not 
necessarily have been caused by her recent experiences.,, 
but which is certainly linked with temporary lo>s of mem- 
ory and personality. Yet, despite her loss of faith, Dorothy 
does not feel in revolt against the wav of life the church 

O 

represents. 

Tor site perceived that, in all that happens In chinch, how¬ 
ever absurd and cowardly its supposed purpose may he. there 
is something — it is hard to define, but something of decency, 
of spiritual comeline&a — that is not easily found in the world 
outside It seemed to her that even, though you no longer 
believe, it is better to gd to church than not- better to follow 
in the ancient ways than to drift, in rootless freedom. 

Dangerous as it may be to impute to an author the opin¬ 
ions of Ins characters, there is no doubt that the drift of A 
Clergymans. Daughter — and equally that of the succeed¬ 
ing novel Keep the Aspidistra Flying — suggests a turning 
aw ay at this, period from the rather unsystematic anarch¬ 
ism into which Orwell had plunged on iris return from 
Burma, By all means go underground, both books exhort, 
by all means dip into the pool of irresponsible, elemental, 
unconscious life, but when you emerge you will probably 
value more than you have ever done before whatever is 

j’ 

ordered and comely and decent in society, and vou are 
more likely eg find such things whore sound traditions 
persist. There may seem to be a contradiction between 
this Tory desire to retain what is good in the past, and Or¬ 
well s growing inclination at this time to line himself up 
with die Socialists, but the two trends have, in common 
the desire for an orderly way of life. The real conflict in 
Orwell is always between the half Tory, half Socialist 
good citizen and the Anarchist ever suspicious that the 
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good citizen may be trying to pot something over on him. 
In both A. Clergymans Daughter and Keep the Aspidistra 
Flying, it Is the good citizen who comes out on top in the 
end. The scandalous; amoral Mr. Warburton is the near¬ 
est thing to a consistent voice of liberty in A Clergymans 
Daughter, and when Mr, “Warburton has finally rescued 
Dorothy from the petty hell of private schoolteaching and 
is talcing her back home, be tries his best to persuade her 
not to return to her life of service an the rcctorv. Before Ms 

j 

logic all her arguments fail* and she has not even the fire 
of faith to support her,. and yet. she does hot give in be¬ 
cause, however empty the cosmos may now seem to her, 
"the Christian way of life is still the way that must come 
naturally to her.” 

Later, in the last chapter of the book, Dorothy reflects 
on the question of faith and Tack of faith. With faith 
everything in life is woven together into “a fabric of never- 
ending 1 joy.” Without faith life is meaningless. 

There was, she saw clearly, no pe&siihle substitute for faith 
no pagan acceptance of life as sufficient, to itself, no pantheis¬ 
tic cheer-up stuff, no pseudo-religion of ’"progress'" with visions 
of glittering Utopias and ant heaps of steel and concrete. It is 
all or nothing. Either life on earth is a preparation for some- 
dung greater or it is meaningless, dark arid dieadful- 

Seyeral years before Sartre published La Nazis tag Doro¬ 
thy was in fact undergoing the classic existentialist expe¬ 
rience of horror at the realization that the absolute is in 
fact only the absurd, that man stands alone, without hope, 
in a universe unpopulated by God or yetis, Orwell never 
claimed 10 be an existentialist; in fact, he had little use for 
popular philosophies, literary or otherwise, and was in¬ 
clined to exaggerate the coterie elements in them. Ey 1934 
he may have read the earlier novels of Malraux, the only 
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absurdist who had published any important works of fic¬ 
tion by that time, but I have seen no actual evidence of 
this. Certainly by the later 194^5 he had rend not only 
Malraux but also Sartre and Carnus, hut he had very little 
to say about them- Malraux interested him -most, hut as a 
political novelist in the Continental manner rather Oran as 
a writer of philosophical fiction. But, even if he wrote of 
Dorothy's experience with no knowledge of the way in 
which similar spiritual agonies were being treated by his 
French contemporaries, the revelation follows the cus¬ 
tomary pattern. What Dorothy discovers is that we .give 
our own meaning to the world by patterns of order which 
we ourselves create and sustain. 

She did not reflect, consciously, that the solution to her 
difficulty lay in accepting the fact that there wag no g Lib id 071; 
thaLiCone gets on with the job that lies in hand, the ultimate 
purpose of the job fades into in significance; that faith ELnd no 
faith are very .much the saiwc provided that one is doing what 
is customary, useful and acceptable, She could not formulate 
these thoughts as yet, she could only live them. 

Christopher Hollis suggests that in stating Dorothy'*s di¬ 
lemma Orwell is really presenting his own, and A Clergy¬ 
mans Daughter is such a chaotic mixture of genuine fic¬ 
tion and the thinly disguised experiences and opinions of 
the author that he may well be right, as he is certainly 
right in suggesting that Or well could not accept a purely 
materialistic view of the human condition. Moral con¬ 
cepts like honor and decency were extraordinarily impor¬ 
tant to him, and he never supported either the Marxist 
view that human motivations are entirely economic or the 
Freudian view that they Eire entirely biological, He la¬ 
mented more than once the end of the age of religion? 
faith when men could believe in another life, and he rc- 
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gretted that the young people in the generation growing 
up around him had lost that knowledge of the Bible which 
at one time was one of the most precious possessions 
of Englishmen, and which had incalculably influenced 
English literature, hie did not want to see the power of 
the church return; he detested bishops, nonconformist 
preachers and Catholic intellectuals (collectively, that is 
to say, since he liked some of them personally and more 
than once defended Graham Greene and Roy Campbell 
against unfair attacks from the Left); he despised evan¬ 
gelism with its braying elders and hated any form of su¬ 
perstition, religious or political; if he had not disliked the 
professional atheists as much as any other type of evan¬ 
gelist, he would probably have declared himself one. 
Nevertheless, he realized that there was a natural cohe¬ 
sion and a common sense of purpose in every religious age 
which secular societies ’would be able to reproduce only 
with difficulty, and then probably in the wrong ways — 
"the glittering- Utopias and ant heaps of steel and con¬ 
crete" to which he looked forward with nausea. 

But even if we regard A Clergyman’s Daughter as the 
novel in which Orwell had his say about religion, not to 
mention education and a good many cither lesser matters 
of social concern, the very cyclic structure of the book em¬ 
phasizes the recurrent major theme, presenting the fatally 
divided world of humanity, as Dorothy, the upper-class 
girl, drops out of her class, descends into the depths, loses 
her identity, finds it and returns to the point of departure, 
wiser and sadder. Orwell's prodigals always follow the cir¬ 
cular path, and always return, as Dorothy returned to the 
rectory and Flory to the bungalow and the secret life it 
sheltered, There is never any real escape, The thread is 
always there, as it accompanied Theseus into the depth of 
the labyrinth. One’s Way of life -— the elite, the party, the 
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suburb, or the diurcli — always claims one back. And for 
these prodigals the return is no occasion for festival, since 
something is always destroyed m the process, life for 
FJory, fstitji for Dorothy, and, as we shall ^ee, things 
equally important for the hcro-vie tiros who follow them. 
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-1—J be economical with his motifs, using them again and 
again until he had wrung every possible implication out of 
them. By the time he wrote Keep ihe Aspidistra Flying he¬ 
ll ad already used %e aspidistra itself, that, rather frayed 
symbol of middle-class English respectability, as a key 
image in his two earlier novels. 

In Eiirmcsf? Dags it appears in. malign guise at the end 
of die scene in which FJory feel? mingled ecstasy and 
loneliness as he sits in the jungle pool and watches the 
green pigeon. He leave? the pool and walks away con¬ 
tented and at peace. But as with his dog lie pushes on into 
the forest, the nature of his experience changes. 

Soon they had lost their wav in the jungle, and were wan¬ 
dering in a maze of dead Lrecs and Langlcd bushes. They came 
to an impasse where the path was blocked by large ugly 
plants lilts magnified aspidistras, whose leaves terminated in 
long lashes armed With thorns. A firefly glowed greenish at the 
bottom of a bush; it was getting twilight in the thicker places. 

The gigantic whip-bearing aspidistras blocking Flory's 
way in Oils darkening landscape of dead trees and tangled 
bushes have an obvious significance in the general. conLcxt 
of his fate; they represent the forces of hi is past and bis 
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caste, the conventions of respectable England—grown 
monstrous in transplantation to an alien land—which 
will frustrate bis attempts to escape from die role of the 
sahib and will in the end punish and help to destroy him; 

I11 A Clergyinanv Daughter the actual phrase “"Keep the 
aspidistra flying" is chanted by a defrocked clergyman in 
Trafalgar Square to the tune of ‘Deutschland, Deutsch¬ 
land liber Alios" during; the mock Walpurgis Night scene, 
and later die plant again appears as a malign image, when 
Mr. Warburton, making his proposal of marriage to Doro¬ 
thy in the train as- she is returning to the rectory from her 
cycle of adventures, prophesies her fate should she decide 
to remain single. 

Women who don’t marry wither up — they wither up like 
aspidistra# in back-parlor wlniiovh'S; and the devilish tiling is 
that they don't even know they’re withering. 

In Keep the Aspidistra Flying the plant becomes a more 
ambiguous symbol. On its comic level the novel might be 
seen as the record of the long, running battle which the 
hero, Gordon Comstock, carries on against this ubiquitous 
and almost indestructible plant. At first he lives in a mis¬ 
erable, narrowly respectable boardinghouse for single 
men in Hampstead. The dining room is a chill place with 
a phalanx of clotted sauce bottles on the table* its only 
glory is the multitude of its aspidistras: 

They were all over the place—* on the sideboard, oil the 
floor, on "GCGasIbraal? tables; in the window there was a sort 
of florist's stand of thorn, blocking out the light. In the half- 
darkness, with aspidistras all about you, you had the feeling 
of being in some sunless aquarium amid the dreary foliage 
of water flowers. 
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Even in Gordon's own room stands a particularly 
mangy aspidistra,, which he keeps unwatered, stubbing 
out his cigarettes on the stem and rhiKing salt in its earth - 

But the beastly things- sire practically immortal. Ill almost 
any oiTcmn stances they can preserve a wilting, diseased exist¬ 
ence. 

Outside its comic aspect, the almost immortal aspidis¬ 
tra represents the stubborn sense of respectability which 
Orwell sees surviving everywhere in England except 
among die declassed — die intellectuals on one hand and 
the destitute on the other. Even when, in his desire to get 
deep underground, away from his friends, his family and 
his past, Gordon goes i.o live in a bug-ridden Lambeth 
slum room, he cannot escape Ihe aspidistra. 

It gave him a bit of a. twinge to see it. Even here, in this 
filial refuge 3 Hast thou found me, G mine enemy? But h was 
a poor weedy specimen —indeed, it was obviously dying. 

The death of this last aspidistra coincides with the 
nadir of Gordon's descent into the underworld. But resur¬ 
rection awaits hero and aspidistra alike- As the plant 
stands dead in the fetid room, Gordon's girl Rosemary at 
last becomes his mistress, and in this unpassionaie act life 
is bom again, Rosemary soon realizes that she is preg¬ 
nant,. and the idea of killing off through abortion tlic bud 
of humanity which he has planted shocks Gordon out of 
his crankiness- He returns lo the w T orId, takes up once 
again his respectable joh, and insists that in the hat where 
he and Rosemary begin their married life, an aspidistra 
shah take the place of honor. In the end Orwell has turned 
all the contemporary jokes about aspidistras on their 
head* though, as w.e shall see, his intent is more ambigu¬ 
ous than at first it appears. 
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Keep the Aspidistra Flying really belongs to the cate¬ 
gory which Or well himself termed “good bad books 0 It 
has a verbose, repetitious style quite unlike that of any of 
his other books, and while there is- often a genuine tone of 
ironic mockery, this frequently breaks down into an ol> 
sessive did act Seism reminiscent of D, H. Lawrence at his 
worst. No doubt Orwell was deliberately evoking a para¬ 
noiac mood, and he represents fairly effectively the hyper¬ 
sensitivity to insult and the rooted sense of grievance 
which voting men from insecure backgrounds develop 
when they find their way info environments — like the 
world of letters — where many of the inhabitants are 
more prosperous, more educated and better bred than 
themselves. One: cannot entirely dismiss Keep the Aspidis¬ 
tra Flying, since every page shows an original mind at 
work, yet in the end it fails short of being a successful 
work of literary art largely because of its lack of restraint. 
Orwell was always tempted to overdo his effects, and this 
was why in later years he became so conscious of the need 
for self-discipline. His weakness appears to tome degree 
in all his books except Homdge to Catalonia and Animal 
Farm. The exaggerated denunciations of orthodox Social¬ 
ists in the latter part of The Road to Wirrcn Pier, the hys- 
Leri cal misrepresentations of pacifists in die London Let¬ 
ters to the Partisan Review 7 and the gothically sensational 
torment scenes in Nineteen Eighty-Four are examples in 
varying forms of his penchant for rather wild, overstate¬ 
ment. But on none of these occasions did Orwell allow a 
whole hook to slip out of key almost from the first obses¬ 
sive page to the last, as he did in the case of Keep the Aspi¬ 
distra Flying. 

The nominal subject of Keep the Aspidistra Flying is, as 
I have said, money. Gordon Comstock, a young fioete 
manqu$ who likes to have his moral cake and eat it, has 
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condemned him seif to voluntary poverty, leaving a good 
petition in an advertising agency for a dead-end job at 
half his farmer wages in a suburban bookshop. Once he 
has taken this step he shows his unfitness for the life of 
renunciation by perpetually bewailing his penniless condi¬ 
tion, The book is heavy with those long, penurious calcu¬ 
lations which Orwell always enjoyed compiling (he 3 a ter 
extended them into fail-length articles in the Tribune and 
Horizon on the finances of writers). In Gordon Comstock's 
case his obsession about money mid his sense of inferior¬ 
ity play into each other's hands, lie is poor, and he feels 
despised. According to his paranoiac logic the second con¬ 
dition is the consequence of the first 

c: All human relationships must he purchased with money. 
If you have no merit;yy men wfbpt cure for you, women won’t 
love you; won't, that is, care for you or love you the last little 
bit that mailers. And how right they are, after ail! For., money¬ 
less, you arc unlovable ” 

Almost to the end the relentless examination and de¬ 
nunciation of a society based on money continues. It is an 
Extension to absurdity of Orwell's argument in IJijistm and 
Out in Paris and London that the respect paid by the com¬ 
munity to any task is proper Lion ate to its remuneration. 
As Gordon’s friend the wealthy Socialist editor Eavelston 
remarks, there is a superficial resemblance to Marxist 
doctrines in Lins habit of reducing all resentments against 
society to a purely economic discontent. But Gordon re¬ 
fuses to accept the facile comparison. 

You don't know vdhat it .means to crawl along on two quid a 
Week, It isn’t a question of hardship— it’s nothing so decent, 
as hardship, It's the bloody, sneaking, squalid meanness of it. 
Living alone for weeks cm end because when you've no money 
you Ye no friends, Calling yourself a writer and never even 
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producing sjjytfifn.g because youre always 100 washed ant to 
write. It's a sort of filthy sub world one lives in. 

Yet it is the subwbild that Comstock has chosen, and, 
even though he admits to himself that “the glow of renun¬ 
ciation never lasts/' and that a life of voluntary poverty 
“ceases to be a heroic gesture and becomes a dingy habit * 
he persists in dinging to his intentions and rejects indig' 
nantly both Eavelston's offers of loans and the efforts 
which Rosemary is constantly malting to get him back 
into the advertising agency where she still works, 

Em, while Dorothy Hare could slip easily into the un¬ 
derworld of poverty by forgetting her identity, Gordon, 
who tries to do it. by a conscious effort of tine will, finds the 
attempt to lose his. status as a member of the ''landless 
gentry 11 far more difficult than he had imagined. In this 
respect Keep the Aspidistra Fltimg shows already the 
change in Orwell's attitude which later became explicit in 
The Road to Wigan Pier, where he revised (.he view ex¬ 
pressed in Down and Out, and implied in A Clergimutris 
Daughter, that it was easy to cross the lines of class in 
Britain. Gordon is far more aware than the Orwell who 
first went among tramps that above the level of sheer des~ 
tination, class lines remain almost impenetrable. 

Gordon has not in fact become a pauper; a tramp would 
consider his two pounds a week the passport to paradise. 
All he lias done is to go to the biink of the lowest ledge of 
middle-class respectability. His employment, his friends, 
bis girl Rosemary are still genteel. So is his ambition to 
succeed as a rather pompous poet, and so also is his re¬ 
sentment of tlic “moneyed young beasts” from Cambridge 
whom he sees cornering the publishers'' contracts and get¬ 
ting their poems printed because the editors were college 
friends. In fact, the more diJTieuU Comstock finds it to 
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maintain his precarious position, the more bitterly, de¬ 
spite his prod a lined renunciation, he fclirags to it. As Or¬ 
well later remarked in The Road to Wigan Pfyfr, the class 
hatreds of the petty gentry harden as their economic situ¬ 
ation grows worse. Thus Gordon treats with contempt the 
derelict, old couple who come to the "bookshop trying to sell 
books as ragged and smelly as themselves. Since "he ha* 
thrown away an income, his last vestige of gentility is his 
pride, which forces him. to buy the first drink even when 
he cannot afford it and to refuse indignantly when Rose¬ 
mary offers to pay for a. meal, even if this means that they 
have to tramp for hours in the joyless London streets, 

Gordon's anger — which is really directed as much 
against himself as against others—■ springs; like Florys, 
from the fact that; though he has mentally resolved to cut 
away from his class and his past, he has never had the 
courage to do so corn pie Lely, *0 he lives in the limbo of the 
respectable poor, and finds that his lack of money, far 
from morally ennobling him, has merely intensified his 
sense of grievance and his aggressive res*, The whole of 
Society seems to conspire against him, and he re turn s its 
imagined hostility with hatred, so that lie longs for EM 
war which (like Or well himself from .1934 onward) he 
foresees as inevitable, and which (unlike Orwell) he wel¬ 
comes, gloating over the thought, of falling -bombs, 
smashed towns and the end of the money-world. 

As in every other development of the Orwellian theme 
of alienation, the problem of establishing contact with a 
more natural existence plays its part in Comstock's career. 
The money-world is death- oriented, hostile to life; it turns 
men into “corpses walking.” Only when, he passes through 
the. street markets of Lhe working-class, districts does Gor¬ 
don feel that he Is really in contact with a way of living 
that has retained a reality of its own — the way of life of 
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the working class, whoso pride it is that they keep them* 
selves EQ them selves 

He liked the noise, the bustle, the "vitality, Whenever yon see 
a. street market you know that there's hope for England yet. 
But even here he fell his solitude. 

Gordon’s solitude is broken by his unexpected meeting 
with Rosemary in the midst of this island of proletarian 
vitality, and on that evening they decide on a trip to the 
country, to Burnham Beeches. Once again the pattern of 
repetition emerges; it was to Burnham Beeches that Doro¬ 
thy Hare would go when she wished to escape from the 
deadly atmosphere of Ringwood House Academy, and It is 
to Burnham Beeches that Rosemary and Gordon go lq es¬ 
cape from the sequence of frustrated meetings in the 
dark, dead streets of London, 

At first, when they leave the train and begin to walk 
through the country roads, they feei "shrunken and out of 
place,' 1 like men corning up from under the ground. But 
then, after they have walked Lhcm selves into trim, there is 
a il a siring moment of revelation. 

Suddenly, as they came out on to the road again, the dew 
rail down the hedge glittered with a diamond Bash, The sun 
had pierced the clouds. Tine light came slanting and yellow 
across the fields, and delicate unexpected colors sprang out 
in everything, as though some giant's child had been let loose 
with a new paintbox. 

Thus, midway through the novel, comes the first mo* 
merit of what might be described as real happiness, and 
when Gordon looks back on that morning he remembers 
‘"’the feeling of freedom and adventure,.' 1 of a whole conn* 
try side, a world of nature, a wailing them. Bui neither ihc 
happiness nor the sense of adventure last. The money- 
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world has thrust its tentacles even here. They leave the 
woods carpeted with golden leaves and come down to [he 
commercialized banks of the Thames, where an expensive 
riverside hotel — the only place where they can find a 
meal — consumes almost all Gordons stock of money. He 
consoles himself with the thought that Rosemary has at 
last consented to become his mistress, and when, in the 
warm sunny afternoon, they find a secluded copse. It 
seems that his desire will certainly be fulfilled. But, at the 
very moment of penetration, Rosemary thrusts Inm away; 
lie is not using a contraceptive. Angry, humiliated. Cor¬ 
don blames his disappointment on the money-system; the 
money-system makes women seared of having children 
and puts a premium on what, with Orwellian conserva¬ 
tism, Ire regards as the pernicious custom of contracep¬ 
tion. Obscurely he feels that it is an affront to die concept 
of natural living which, in his own perverse way., he is 
serving, 

Gordon's disappointment after the disastrous trip to the 
country contributes to the Inc 1 denL winch finally pushes 
him off his middle-class ledge fnlp the void of die slums. 
Tie receives an unexpected check from an American mag¬ 
azine, and spends it in an evening of extravagance in 
which he gets outrageously drunk, Insults Rosemary, is 
robbed by a prostitute, hits a police sergeant, and passes a 
night in the cells, from which he is rescued by Ravelston 
arid Flaxen an, a raffish commercial traveler, one of Or- 
well's Sancho Rauza characters who plays a small part in 
Keep the Aspidistra Flying but will later appear., meta¬ 
morphosed and magnified, as the Kero of Coming Up for 
Air, George Bowling, Gordon’s name gets Into the papers, 
he loses, his job, and a (last is forced to swallow Ins pride 
and accept Loth the hospitality and the never-to-be-repaid 
leans oF Ravels ion, Eventually lie takes an even more mis- 
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erable job than the last, and becomes the entire staff of a 
twopennv cireuSating library lor the semi[iterate in the 
heart of the Lambeth slum, Here at last, he feels, he has 
really got underground, away from It all because he is be¬ 
neath it alb 

He liked to think that beneath the world of money there 
is ill at great sluttish under world where failure a] id success 
have no meaning* a son of kingdom of ghosts, where all are 
equal. That was where he wished to he, down in the ghost- 
kingdom, hid etc ambition. 

He is away from his kind, away from die protBuses of 
culture, away from the; presumptions of wealth. He begins 
to feel accepted in this gray, characterless underworld, 
"He was just the ‘biokc in the library/ and practically one 
of them solves." 

But only practically; never completely. For Gordon 
finds that “it. is harder to sink than to rise," The people 
from lids past never let him alone. Rosemary in particular 
is driven to desperation by his acceptance of die life into 
which he has fallen. Now he is rejecting not merely 
money, but — she feels —life itself, and Lhough she 
would never admit it, she proceeds to act Delilah — for 
Gordon’s good of course — and to tempt him back to mid¬ 
dle-class respectability by the bribe of fatherhood H It 
seems a happy ending. Comstock docs not die like: Flory, 
He does not see himself condemned to an eventual fate of 
loneliness -without the consolation of faith, like Dorothy, 
Yet, like the others, he has to pay his own penalty as he is 
drawn back into his class, He pays it when he drops his 
vast uncompleted poem into the sewers, and returns to the 
advertising agency to write copy about “Pcdic Perspira¬ 
tion / 1 Which he docs 'Tar better than anything else in his 
life.” And if we acecpL this as a defeat, then Rosemary, 


I ja THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT 

like all the women in Orwell's novels about men, is ulti¬ 
mately Llie enemy. 

Keep the Aspidistra Flying, like every other Orwellian 
book, is heavily loaded with elements derived from the au¬ 
thors experiences. According to Rayner lleppen stall, Or¬ 
well was still working at the bookshop which provided 
part of the background while he was aentally writing the 
novel. A:Jitichri*i, the review edited by Ravels ton, is a cari¬ 
cature of the Adclphi, to which he was coniributing at the 
time; the mediocre poem, “Sharply the menacing wind 
sweeps over.” had actually appeared in the Adelphi over 
the signature of Eric Blair before it was attributed to Corn- 
stock. Comstock does some of the things Orwell did, and 
he obviously shares some of his frustrations; it is even 
possible to see his paranoia as a magnification of Orwell's 
own obsessions about the literary racket. But he has a lit¬ 
tle man's arrogance and viciousness which Orwell com¬ 
pletely Jacked.. and possesses no share of his creator 5 ? gen¬ 
erosity or compassion, These characteristics axe given to 
another character, Ravelston, who also shares Orwell’s 
tallness, Ms way of dressing, his public school back¬ 
ground and his editorial ineptness. Absurd and tedious 
though be is, Comstock emerges by the end of the novel, as 
a character in Ids own right, the prototype of the Lucky 
Jims, those petty and petulant rebels of recent English fic¬ 
tion, The image lie leaves on the mind ts rarely ah Orwel¬ 
lian one, though he is certainly linked with his creator and 
with the whole line of Orwell's leading* characters by the 
place he holds in the grand exploration of the theme of 
alienation and Lhe elite. 
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B OOKS of reportage were in vogue during the 1930's; 

they fitted in until the prevalent atmosphere of Mass 
Oil nervation and fashionable bolshevism. Somewhat high- 
keyed "realistic" accounts of their experiences by soldiers, 
sailors, miners and convicts, often bound in the limp or¬ 
ange covers of ihc Left Rook Club editions, acquired a 
quit si-literary reputation because of the self-cons clous and 
artificial “proletammism” affected by the intelligentsia of 
the decade. At the saute time, owing to the rigid class dis¬ 
tinctions that, prevailed even among the people who re¬ 
garded themselves as progressive, narratives of this kind 
had a definitely exotic appeal., rather like that aroused by 
accounts of the lives of remote and primitive tribes, Or- 
weli’s enterprise in going among the tramps of London 
seemed almost as daring as that of Tom Harris son, who 
had lived among the headhunters of the Solomon Islands 
and whose account of Ms experiences was published by 
the Left Book Club within a few months of Orwell's ac¬ 
count of his fur Lb ex expedi lions among English primi¬ 
tives, The Road to Wig^i Pier, 

Today most of those documentaries, which seemed so 
absorbingly interesting thirty years ago, are completely 
forgotten, and when we remember the Left Book Club it 
Is, ironically, usually for the book which the editorial 
committee, Victor Gollancii, Harold La ski and John 
Strachcy, publisher! with the greatest mis givings and the 
most profuse apologies for Its heretical ideas about social¬ 
ism, OrwclTs The. Read to Wigan Pier. In a decade of doc¬ 
umentary reportage. Or well was in fact the only writer 
who gave permanence to what is normally the most 
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ephemeral of literary Crafts. Literate English men of the 
i g 6 (ys — and to an even greater extent their American 
counterparts — gain their impressions of the almost ex¬ 
tinct English tramp from, Dvim and Out in Paris and Lon¬ 
don, and of the conditions of the unemployed of the 
.1:93(Vs from Tkv PiOad to Wigim Pier s while those of ns 
who have half forgotten the heroic ernoLions Mending into 
disillusionment that marked our youthful reactions to the 
Spanish Civil War arc likely to raise a more convincing 
ghost of that period from a reading of Orwell-s narrative 
of a combatant. Homage Lo Catalonia, than from any 
other book of the time. There are several reasons, quite 
apart from the present Orwell cult, why these books have 
survived: their fresh and oil gin a] style, which 1 shall dis¬ 
cuss more fully in a later chapter; their peculiar immedi¬ 
acy— the fact that each plunges us in iLs first sentence 
into a human situation which the rest of the book develops 
with fascinating variations; their sLrong projection of a 
perpetually i rue resting personality which infuses not only 
the narrative hut also the highly idiosyneraLie arguments; 
finally, their steady development of a philosophy of life 
and society which, for all its apparent contradictions, as¬ 
sumes self-consistency when one sees it in relation to the 
character of its creator. 

The Road to Wigan Pier is by no means OrwelFs best 
work, and some critics, notably Tom Hopkinson, have dis¬ 
missed it as his worst, It is admittedly tire hook in which 
he tries to do most things at once.. wiLh varying degrees of 
success. Faced with its complexity, and Lbe apparent illog¬ 
icality with which chapters follow each oilier in the man¬ 
ner tjf detached essays rather than, as parts of a carefully 
planned work, Lawrence Brander described the book 
rather aptly as tL a medley of documentaries and pam- 
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phlets ™ and one can in fact split the thirteen chapters into 
five groups which are united, not by the ordinary transi¬ 
tional devices of a linear narrative, as in Lhe case of D oh, 1 n 
and Oat in Park and London-, but rather by the fact that 
they all center on a double problem, the problem of class 
in England delated to that of socialism as a viable means 
of bringing to iin end social miseries which an age of un¬ 
employment had made particularly evident. 

The book opens with a mordant essay In description, a 
kind of English counterpart of Lhe first chapter of Pdre 
Gar tat, in which Orwell tells of his stay in a cheap Lanca¬ 
shire lodging House, and of the depressed people, he met 
there, trying to keep their heads just: above the line of re¬ 
spect ability that distinguishes old age pensioners and 
newspaper canvassers from beggars and tramps. 

It is a kind of duty to sec fiend smell such places now and 
again, especially smell them, lost you should forget that they 
exist' though perhaps it is better not to stay there too long- 

The phrase “a kind of duty'' 1 is significant; Orwell at tins 
point and in this book is taking on responsibilities, It. was 
less a sense of duty Lb an mingled feelings of guilt and ad¬ 
venturousness that had first taken him exploring the land¬ 
scape of poverty, just as it was a sense of dedication 
rather than a sense of duty that made him, during the first 
eight years or so after his return from Burma to England, 
insist on rejecting the secure life and the good job for a 
career of writing. But 1936 was the year of his conversion 
to socialism and of his final decision to become a political, 
writer. Up to the end of 1935, he had not yet made up his 
mind, and in his essay “Why I Write” be cites a poem — 
Incidentally one of the best be ever wrote — to prove the 
point, Here are. Lhe most relevant verses t 
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A happy vicar I might have been 
'Two hundred years ago, 

To preach upon eternal doom 
And watch my walnuts grow. 

But bom. alas, in an evil time, 

I missed that pleasant haven, 

For the hair has grown on my upper lip 
And the clergy are all clean-shaven. . . . 

I dreamed I dwelt in marble halls.. 

And woke to find it true; 

I wasn’t bora for an age like this; 

Was Smith? Was Jones? Were you? 

The events of ig36* personal and public, convinced Or¬ 
well that whether or not he was bora for an age like this, 
he had to live in it and to state the terms on which he 
would do so. Victor Gollancz, who- had published his ear¬ 
lier books, offered him a commission 10 prepare a report 
for the Left Book Club on conditions in die depressed 
areas of northern England, and by the wintry early 
months of 1936 he was living among the coal miners of 
Lancashire. By April he was hack in the south, and there 
still seemed little outward sign of a revolution in his out¬ 
look, for he had actually abandoned his working-class flat 
in Kentish Town and — like a Georgian poet — taken Ills 
country cottage in the tiny Hertfordshire village of Wal¬ 
ling ton; he was planning to reopen the generaL store, 
which he did almost immediately, and to many Eileen 
O’Shaughnessy, which he did early hi the following June, 
However, the writing of The Road to Wigan Pier appears 
to have greatly clarified his ideas regarding socialism, 
which I suspect he worked out a* he wrote them dowm. 
and his commitment was sealed by the outbreak of tine 
Spanish Civil War and by his decision to go to Barcelona, 
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first as a journal isL. He arrived there in "December 1936, 
and immediately lie decided to serve the Republic as a mi-, 
litiarnam By the end of the year, in other words,, he was 
fully engaged politically;, and engaged he remained to the 
end of his life. "Every line of serious work that 1 have writ¬ 
ten since 1936 has been written, directly or indirectly* 
against totalitarianism and for democratic socialism, as I 
understand it,” 

How Orwell understood democratic socialism was first 
adumbrated in the remaining four groups of chapters that 
form the body of The Road to Wigan. P&r. First there are 
two chapters on miners,, their working conditions and 
their way of life. Next conic four chapters on various as¬ 
pects of existence hi the industrial districts of the north: 
tlic housing problem* the difficulties of making ends meet 
on the dolc 1 the psychological effect of unemployment* the 
ugliness: of the Indus-trial districts, the virtues of the work¬ 
ing class. These chapters doubtless adhere fairly closely to 
tile commission which Gollaiicz originally gave Orwell. 
But the six chapters which form the second part of the 
book go far beyond anything the Left Book Club bargained 
For, and in retrospect one can only praise the editors — 
then more or less orthodox Marxists — for their intellec¬ 
tual honesty in publishing without alteration a denunci¬ 
ation of die left-wing establishment which must have 
been extremely disturbing both to them and to a large 
number of Left Book Club members, drawn mainly from 
among the middle-class Marxists and near-Marxists at 
whom Orwell lashed out most fiercely. 

In this latter part of The Road to Wig (in P.ier Orvvell sets 
out his ideas on the nature oi class distinctions in Eng¬ 
land* and proceeds to demonstrate that the Socialist 
movement has never realistically tinders toed the durabil¬ 
ity of such distinctions on both sides of the glass curtain 


156 THE crystal spirit 

that divides the middle class from the workers. But Lime is 
tunning out, Fascism is on the march, and unless the So¬ 
cialist movement changes its outlook and finds some 
means of uni Line, the classes where their .interests coin¬ 
cide, the middle classes will go over to demo go gic reaction 
and all will be lost 

Much of What Or well says here has been made irrele- 
vant by events — for example, his argument that the Brit¬ 
ish ruling class would sooner hand over the empire ‘‘than 
see Socialism triumphant,” Ollier passages are typical Or¬ 
wellian pyrotechnics, as when, in Swiftian catalogue, he 
pictures the Socialist movement in Britain as consisting 
of 

vegetarians with wilting beards,, of Bolshevik commissars (half 
gangster, half gramophone), of earnest ladies in sandals* shack- 
hci>ck' J Marxists cheW/Tig polysyllables, escaped Quakers, birth 
control fanatics, 2nd Labor Patty batkslairs-era wlers. 

But behind the dying iireworks one perceives a serious 
attempt to state the problems regarding socialism which 
were — and remained — uppermost in Orwell's mind: its 
relation to class, to the concept of progress, to the prospect 
of mechanization, At the same time Orwell sketches Ins 
own view of a socialism based, not on the Marxist r "'pca- 
and-thimble trick with those three mysterious en Li tics, 
thesis, antithesis and synthesis," hut on clearly stated 
ideals or ] List ice and I Sheriv. 

This aspect of The Road to Vfigafi Pier I shall discuss 
later in considering the leading ideas embodied in Orwell’s 
more openly polemical works. Here I am concerned pri¬ 
marily with the part which die hook plays in ihe develop¬ 
ment of tin: central thematic structure of his fiction. In 
this respect it is perhaps the key work. Having fought his 
way through the difficult early years of his writing career. 
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having worked oft’ the undefined and rather emotional re¬ 
belliousness with which he returned front Burma, he was 
able at this point to see his own life and his relationship to 
society more clearly and more coolly than ever before. 

I have already shown what valuable insights 77 ?e Fioad 
to Wigan Pier offers on Orwell's Burmese experiences and 
on his subsequent adventures in the lower depths of soci¬ 
ety, hut there are other aspects of the book winch have an 
important bearing on the changing form of the personal 
myth that conditioned the themes of his novels. Except for 
slight encounters in childhood, this was the first time Or¬ 
well made any extended contacts with working people, as 
distinct from the derelicts who lived below all classes, The 
contacts were not of the intimate fund lie had expected 
after the ease with which he made friends with tramps 
and pfoti^ttrsy and this perhaps explains the ironical title 
of his book, Wigan Pier is a standing joke in Lancashire. 
If a man cannot afford to go to Blackpool for the '‘wakes” 
—■ holiday week — of his town., he will say that he is go¬ 
ing to Wigan Pier. But Wigan, which is inland, has no 
pier, and so Wigan Pier means nowhere. Orwell makes a 
wry joke about his disappointment at not finding Wigan 
Pier, and he certainly did not find ivhat. he had expected 

when he reached the North Country. 

■■ 

What he did find made a variety of deep impressions, 
ranging from disgust —for the Bookers, who kept the 
lodging hou&e and preyed on those poorer than liiemselves 
— through compassion, to intense admiration, but al¬ 
ways with the consciousness that here was a life in which 
he had and could have no part, This feeling is emphasized 
at the end of the first chapter, when the train is carrying 
him away from the lodging house to the next hideous in¬ 
dustrial town and he looks out from the window across 
the wintry scene of little slum houses- 
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At the back of one of the hem see a young woman was 
kneeling on (he stones, poking a stick up the leaden waste- 
pipe which ran from the sink inside and which I suppose was 
blocked. I had time to see everything about her — her sack¬ 
ing apron, her clumsy doge, her arms reddened by the cold. 
She looked up as the train passed, and I was almost near 
enough to catch her eye. She had a round pale face., the usual 
exhausted face of the slam girl who is twenty-five and Junks 
forty, thanks to miscarriages and drudgery; and it wore, for 
the second in which I saw it, the most desolate, hopeless ex¬ 
pression T have ever seen. It struck me then that we are mis¬ 
taken when we say that “It isn’t the same for them as it. would 
be for u&r and that people bred in the slums can imagine 
nothing blit slums. For what I saw in her face was not the 
ignorant suffering of an animal. She knew well enough what 
was happening to her — understood as well as I did how 
dreadful a destiny it was to be kneeling there in the bitter 
cold, on the shiny stones of a slum backyard, poking a stick 
up a Foul drainpipe, 

This Is one of the most poignant paragraphs of a book 
that sets out frankly to stir compassion and anger. The 
image of that desolate face stays In one’s mind as Orwell 
works out the implications of the scene, chapter after 
chapter, taking us through the industrial towns, present¬ 
ing his bleak notations of rotting and crowded houses, tot¬ 
ting up his telling little balance sheets of food budgets on 
the dole., and occasionally superimposing some other face 
that tells silently of unspeakable degradation, and always 
a woman’s face, for it is the women who bear the hardest 
brunt of poverty, and whom chivalry —a code Orwell im¬ 
plied tly obeyed — demands that we first protect, 

But we have also to place the scene in its context, Or¬ 
well catches sight of the woman from, the window of the 
train, and the train is carrying him away, He is seeing her 
as an outsider who is going away because he cannot be¬ 
long, And immediately afterwards, as the train gathers 
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speed. It runs out into one of those gleaming countrysides 
which iccur in Orwell's books and remind us of the lost, 
world where men once lived In touch with nature. The sun 
shines, the stone fences wind darkly over the pure white 
snowy hills* and the rooks dance because they know that 
spring is not so far off. Orwell reflects: 

The earth Is so vast and still so empty that even in the 
filthy heart of civilization you find fields where the grass is 
green instead of gray- perhaps if you looked for them you 
might, even find streams with live fish in them instead of 
salmon tins. 

There is no need for further com merit; a civilization 
Which creates such contrasts stands self-condemned. 

If the women are the perpetual victims in the tragedy of 
poverty winch Orwell writes in these early chapters, the 
men often appear as the heroes. Orwell admired energy 
and toughness, and in Tils case this was no mere adulation 
of the inactive intellectual for the man of action,, since he 
was always ready, as he showed that same year in Spain * 
to lax his strength and his powers of endurance to the ut¬ 
most degree. He knew what physical effort, meant, and 
when he talked of the plongeurs in Paris and of their pride 
in getting through an immense amount of tiring work in a 
short time* he admired their ditreie without in any way 
idealizing their occupation. Yet when he talks of miners 
and describes them in their strange underground world, a 
peculiar intensity comes into his tone, and we realize that 
the experience of mingling with them had a special and 
personal moaning for him. 

There was, to begin, the element of adventure. The 
world down the mine is a strange, perilous and tonifying 
world for those who are unaccustomed to it. But the mere 
unfamiliar! ty of tire setting is not sufficient to explain die 
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emotion with which Orwell speaks of its inhabitants. They 
are the grimy caryatids on whose shoulders the economic 
life of society is supported; they look like "hammered iron 
statues/' 1 they hope the '’most noble bodies’ - ’ and figures "fit 
for a guardsman." 

You cun never forget that spectacle emee you have seen it *—■ 
the line of bowed, kneeling figures, sooty black ah over, driv¬ 
ing their huge shovels under the coal with stupendous. farce 
and speed- 

Nowhere — not even when he describes the revolution¬ 
ary soldiers in Horn.age 10 Catalonia — does Orwell go so 
far in admiring enthusiasm. As we read further, we real¬ 
ize that these feelings are inspired by the miners Oiltf. 
when they are underground. They appear Strange and 
slightly sinister” as they emerge from the pit., and at such 
times their faces have “a fierce, wild look,” but as soon as 
they have gone heme and washed, they sink into a tame 
ordinariness; "there is not much to distinguish them from 
the rest oi flic population/ 3 

it is the miner in the mine who excites Orwell, and we 
are not far oil- the reason for his excitement when we re¬ 
member the -words with which Gordon Comstock’s life in 
the Lambeth slum of Kanp the AnjriiHxtra Flying is intro¬ 
duced. "Underground, underground l Down in the safe soft 
womb of earth . , . That was where he wished to be." 
Gordon’s idea of underground is the murky whiter streets 
where the faces of the destitute float in the smoky gloom. 
But in the mine Orwell reaches the deepest underworld of 
all, and the most fearsome, 

H , „ when the machines arc roaring and the air is black 
with goal dust , . . the place is like hell, or at any rate like 
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iiiy own mental picture of hell, Most at the tilings one imiig- 
ines in hell are there — heat, noise, eon fusion, darkness, foul 
air, and, above all., unbearably cramped space. Everything 
except the fire, fax there is no hre down there except, the -fee* 
ble beams of Davy lamps and electric torches which scarcely 
penetrate the clouds of coal dust. 

And here, far below the subworld of the tramps, in die 
claustrophobic gloom that suggests not only hell but also 
those ancient cave-born myths that bang life out of death 
in the dark fissures of' the earth, he encounters a race of 
men who are not degenerated by idleness and malnutri¬ 
tion Mice the tramps, but work with an almost demoniac 
energy winch few men above the earth can emulate. He 
has reached the farthest of the human underworlds, has 
mingled with its denizens, and has discovered that here 
— unlike the underworld above the ground — there is no 
pi]ace for him, for “by no conceivable amount of effort or 
training could I become a coal miner; the work would kill 
me in a few weeks." 

Here is the point at which Orwell first senses his aliena¬ 
tion from the workers, the feeling that, after all, he cannot 
11 ee from his own world and find himself in theirs. The 
rest of The Road to Wigan Pier Is, if we follow one of its 
many threads, an exploration of this idea to its conclu¬ 
sion. which is that class shapes us far more lhaii most 
men arc ready lo admit, and that in the West caste dis¬ 
tinctions have a “"chasmic, impassable quality,.” Political 
conversion,, he argues, does not give a man the cultural 
attributes of another class, nor does any glib intellectual 
acceptance of the desirability of a classless society. For 
everything about us is shaped by the class to which we 
belong, as Orwell argues in a passage so important for the 
understanding -of his viewpoint that I quote it at length. 
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All my notions •— notions of good and evil, of pleasant and 
unpleasant, of funny and serious, of ugly and beautiful — are 
essentially TTzicldle-cEffSS notions’ my taste in books and food 
and clothes., my sense of honor, my table manners, ray turns 
of speech, my accent, even the characteristic movements of 
my body, are the products of 3 special kind of upbringing and 
a special niche about halfway up the social hierarchy. When 
I grasp this I grasp that it is no use clapping a proletarian, on 
the back and telling him that, he is as good a man as I am; if 
1 want real contact with him, I have got to -make an effort 
for which very likely I am unprepared. For to get outside the 
class racket 1 have got to suppress not merely my private 
snobbishness, but most of my other tastes and prejudices aa 
well, I have got to alter myself so completely that, at the end 
I should hardly be recognizable as the same person. 

Tins is really the first open confession by Orwell that 
what he said fictionally in Burmese Days might be bitterly 
true in fact; that the rebel cannot, escape his caste because 
the marks it lays upon him will always exclude Min from 
any other. In terms of the specific recommendations for 
Socialist policy which are the overt concern of die final 
chapters of The Road to Wigan Pier* he makes it die text 
for a homily advocating a moratorium on attempts at arti¬ 
ficial class-breaking. Only then, he imagines, the various 
classes mav fight side bv side for their common aims 
against “the plutocracy.and In the- moment of victory — 
Who knows? 

Perhaps . . , we of the sinking middle dass , , „ may 
sink without further struggles tote the working class where 
WG belong, and probably when we get there it will not be so 
dreadful as we feared* for, after alb vte have nothing to lose 
but cur aitefces, 

I doubt if Or well believed, even then, that this way a 
real possibility. England of the 1 960 s, where economic 
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divisions have grown steadily less pronounced and class 
distinctions steadily more finely drawn, has not certainly 
fulfilled his prophecy. The wisinkable middle classes 
show every sign that they will defend their position to the 
last aspirate. 

Yet there are times when life grants to those who long 
deeply enough for it the experience —■ no matter how re¬ 
mote It may seem — which they most desire., and to Or¬ 
well it was at last given to live for a brief period in some¬ 
thing very dose to the classless society of his dreams. 


ix 

I F I were asked to pick the best of Orwell's books, I 
would immediately name Animal Farm. If I were 
asked which 1 liked most* I would select Homage to Cata¬ 
lonia , And this would not be merely because the book re¬ 
cords a passage in history which has a peculiar emotional 
resonance for so many of us who ■'were young thirty years 
ago. Many books do that, but from rereading most of them 
one gets little pleasure ► The great virtue of Homage to Cat¬ 
alonia is not merely that it brings the period back to life in 
one's mind, but that it docs so with such exceptional radi¬ 
ance, The best thing that might be said about the buck 
was actually said by Matthew Arnold about the novels of 
Tolstoi \ 

But the truth is that we are not to take Anna, jfcarmfiia as 
a work of art; we art to take it as a piece of life. A piece of 
life it is. The author has not invented and combined it, he 
has seen it; it has all happened befnre his inward eye, and 
it was in this wise that It happened . . . The author saw 
it all happening SO—saw it> and therefore relates itj and 
what his novel in this way loses in art it gains in reality. 
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Homage to Catalonia was a feat quite different from 
any other of Orweifs works, lie left Spain in July 1937, 
and wrote the book so quickly that in April 1938 it was 
already pfE the press; Lins he appears to have done without 
any records to aid him* since, as he tells us, his diaries 
were confiscated by the Communist police when they 
raided his hotel room in Barcelona. The reason for his 
success was obviously that the experiences in Spain had 
been so intense that he was aide to live through them 
again iff the light of the inner eye, and to transfer them to 
the page in such a way that to the reader also the scenes 
appear with the greatest luminosity. To reread Homage 
to Catalonia is an experience quite unlike rereading most 
other books, for so vivid and direct has die first impres¬ 
sion been that afterwards it is like recollecting part of 
one’s own life. 

This, indeed, is the book in which Orwell comes near¬ 
est to his ideal of writing “good prose” that is “like a 
windowpane.” He tolls us how. when he was working on 
it, he tried “very hard . . ; to tel] the whole truth with¬ 
out violating rny literary ins tine is And if Homage io 
Catalonia seems singularly effortless in comparison with, 
say 7 Down and Out in, Paris and London, it lias much 
more formal grace and cohesion than The Road to 
Pier, w r hieh appears to have been written in just 
about the same length of time, it is true that the narrative 
is broken by chapters of political discussion defending the 
PGUJV1 party against accusations of plotting with Franco, 
and putting forward an astute analysis of the role of the 
Communists in the Spanish Civil War, At the time of pub¬ 
lication It looked as chough these passages of very topical 
political argument would spoil the hook for later readers, 
and a decade after writing it Orwell seemed to agree with 
a critic who said to him, "Why did you put in all that 
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stuff'? Voifve turned what might have been a good book 
into journalism.” He defended himself with the remark 
that he could not have done otherwise, because his anger 
aL the Lhought of innocent men being falsely accused was 
one of Ms main motives for writing this particular book, 

In fact, both Orwell and his critic were wrong. There 
are some rare writers, realistic by nature rather than by 
intellectual conviction, who can introduce argument or 
exposition into narrative writing without producing the 
usual shattering break of tone; one of tbem — to renew 
the comparison — was Tolstoi, There are also journalists 
who can write so truly for their own time that they raise 
journalism, into literature and give it a permanent valid¬ 
ity; one of these was Swift, Tolstoi and Swift were men of 
Orwell's own stamp, which, possibly explains why he 
wrote Long essays relentlessly analyzing their faults* He, 
like them, was a moralist, and it was the moral passion 
that carried his best works to the level of high literary art. 
Even his concern fox purity of style and language was a 
moral concern, springing out of Ms conviction that the 
real aim of literaiure was to tell the truth, in his case the 
political truth, Nowhere is this shown more brilliantly 
than in Homage to Catalonia, where a political passion — 
the quest for human equality — led lilm into the most 
meaningful and possibly — in spite of everything — the 
happiest experience of his life. 

Orwell went to Spain with letters of introduction from 
the British Independent Labor Pauly, He had written 
rather scathingly of the members of that organization in 
The Road to Wigan. Pier., arid lie himself j —despite the 
fact that he was already a declared Socialist-—belonged 
to no party; the connection was possibly due to the fact 
that at this time the Adelphi, to which he still contributed 
regularly, was following the ILP world revolutionary line. 
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His origin a) intention -was to visit the front as a war corre¬ 
spondent:, but one can reasonably assume that be went 
there with some hope of joining in. Like so many others, 
he was caught up in the peculiar cmsading atmosphere of 
the time even before he reached the Spanish border, In 
one of liis columns in the Tribune, dated September 
T944, he looked back on his journey to Spain and recol¬ 
lected how he quarreled with a taxi driver in Paris arid 
then took the night train towards the Pyrenees. The pas¬ 
sage is an almost essential bey to Homage to Catalonia: 

The train, a slow one, wan packed with Czechs, Germans, 
Frenchmen, all bound on the same mission- Up and down the 
train you could hear one phrase repeated over and over again, 
in the accents of all the Iangbages of Kirrope — ki-ha.5 (dowil 
there). My third-class, carriage was full of very young, fail* 
haired, underfed Germans in suits of incredible shoddiness — 
the first ersatz cloth I bad seen —who rushed out at every 
stopping place to buy cheap nine and later fell asleep in a 
Sort of pyramid on. the floor of the carnage. About halfway 
down France the ordinary passengers dropped off, There 
might still be a few nondescript journalists like myself, but 
the train was practically a troop train, and the countryside 
knew it. In the morning, as we crawled across southern 
France, every peasant working in the fields turned round, 
stood solemnly upright, and gave tbe anti-Fasost salute. They 
were like a guard of honor,, greeting the train itule after mile. 

To anyone who thinks of French peasants in normal 
times, that guard of honor seems like a sheer flight of fan¬ 
tasy. But the year 193b, the year of the Popular Front, of 
the great sit-in strikes in Paris, of the Spanish Civil War, 
did not belong to the normal times of European history. 
Last winter, when 1 had given it lecture on Orwell and hie 
contemporaries on a dreary Canadian campus, a young 
student came up and began to question me about the Thir¬ 
ties. Just before he went, a look of something very dose to 


LIFE AGAINST ODDS 1 67 


envy came over Ills face. “It was a time when one be¬ 
lieved/' be said. And j 936 particularly was a year when 
many people were filled with a secular faith that would 
not have seemed possible even at the end of 1935, and 
which was to be no longer possible after the middle of 
11937, Remembering that season when: the miHennium did 
not seem an impossible dream> I can imagine that the 
peasants of the Languedoc did in fact salute the trains go¬ 
ing down to the Spanish border, But I also thunk that Or¬ 
well himself was in the exalted and adventurous state of 
mind that gives an epic significance even to small actions. 

Certainly he responded with intense feeling to his first 
sight of Barcelona, which in December 1936, when he ar¬ 
rived, still had the appearance of a citadel of resurgent 
anarchism. Going straight from England, he found the as¬ 
pect of the city “something startling and overwhelming.* 
Everything impressed him: the buildings draped with So¬ 
cialist and Anarchist flags., the revolutionary posters, the 
gritted churches,, the abolition of tipping and servile forms 
of speech, the loudspeakers playing revolutionary songs 
far into die night. 

And if: was the aspect of the crowds That was the queerest 
thing of all. In. outward appearance it was a town in which 
the wealthy classes had practically ceased to exist. Except for 
a small number of women and foreigners there were no “wefU 
dressed" people at all. Practically everyone wore rough work- 
in g-cl a*5 clothes* or blue overalls OT some variant of the miSitia 
uniform. All this was queer and moving. There was much in 
it that I did not understand, ill sonic ways 1 did not even like 
it, but 1 recognised it immediately as a state of affairs worth 
fighting for. Abo I believed that things were as they appeared. 

In this atmosphere, to join the militia “seemed the only 
conceivable thing to do,,” and Orwell, since his references 
were from the 1 LP, joined one of the units sponsored by 
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PQUM, the dissident Marxist party which., though he did 
not know it at the time., was the object of a particularly 
malignant hatred on the part of the Stalinists, rapidly 
gaming control in Republican Spain because Russia alone 
was sending appreciable supplies of arms to the Republi¬ 
can side. Orwell, still polltfcafly father green, was actually 
sympathetic to the Communists because they seemed to 
have the most efficient plans for carrying on the war, and 
at one time he even contemplated joining the Interna¬ 
tional brigade, Not until he had been In Spain for five 
months did he get a glimpse, which stayed in his mind for 
the rest, of his life., of the- face behind the Communist 
mask. 

Altogether Orwell served about four months on the: Ara¬ 
gon and Teruel fronts. Owing to the stalemate which had 
been reached by this time in Aragon, he was engaged in 
comparatively little actual fighting, hut he was nearly 
killed in May 1937 when 6 bullet went through his throat, 
miraculously trussing the carotid artery, and gave Ids 
voice its characteristically monotonous tone by perma¬ 
nently damaging Ills vocal cords.. On tins occasion he im¬ 
agined for a lew moments that he was dying; the thoughts 
that flashed through his mind provide an excellent answer 
to those who have claimed that an urge to suicide drove 
him to die deadly Hebrides.; His first thought, lie notes, 
was "conventionally enough” for his wife, now in Barce¬ 
lona, 


My second was a violent, resentment at having to leave 
this world which, when all is said and done, suits me sef well, 
I had time to feel this very vividly. The stupid mischance 
frifuriiited mo. The meaninglessness of It! 

From what I know of Orwell, he never felt differently to 
the day of his death, and I Alii sure that in the last mo- 
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nicm of Life, with whatever consciousness remained to 
him, he resented leaving it. 

At the same time, though he admits to having been 
often afraid, he never avoided the situations which were 
dangerous to Life, and his observations have that vibrant, 
clarity with which one perceives one’s surroundings in the 
moments of peril when time slows down and everything 
takes on a preternatural sharpness of outline,. He de¬ 
scribe? conditions at the front, the daily boredom, the oc¬ 
casional excitement of patrols and attacks, the filth and 
die cold, and does it better than most men who have writ¬ 
ten on war, but what he remembers with most warmth is 
the unique sense of comradeship and equality which he 
experienced in those early months of fighting on rite gov¬ 
ernment side. For this reason he saw his lime at the front 
as “a kind of interregnum in my life,” different From any- 
idling that had gone before and probably from anything 
that would happen afterwards. 

I had dropped more or less by chance into the only com¬ 
munity of any sire in Western. Europe where political con¬ 
sciousness and disbelief in capitalism were- more normal, than 
their opposites. Up here in Aragon one was among tens of 
thousands of people, mainly (.bough not entirely of working- 
class origin, all living at the same level and mingling on terms 
of equality, in theory It was perfect equality, and even in 
practice it was not fur from it. There is a sense In which it 
would be true to say that one was experiencing a foretaste of 
socialism. 

What Orwell had found was a little society in which, 
once and once only hi his life, he could feel completely 
removed from a situation where there were ruled and rul¬ 
ers; a society which was not —like that, of the derelicts 
—■ below the class line, but In which he could mingle, 
without any sense of caste, with men of every origin. And 


170 THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT 

this was worth so much to him that in memorv it canceled 

j 

out all the boredom, the physical ills comfort and the dan¬ 
ger He found it “so different, from the rest of my life that 
a Ire ad}" it lias taken on the magic quality which, as a rule, 
belongs only to mem cries that are years old/ 5 

As Orwell saw afterwards, this was a situation which 
had happened almost by accident, and which probably 
□wed a great deal to the fact that it had arisen “among 
Spaniards, who, with their innate decency and their ever¬ 
present anarchist tinge, would make even the opening 
stages of socialism tolerable if they had the chance/ 1 It 
would nut continue once the “enormous game” of world 
power politics moved into the Iberian Peninsula. Later 
events disappointed Orwell, but they did not disillusion 
him with what he had seen in the beginning. In June 
1937, alter he had recognized the aims of the. Commu¬ 
nists and had seen the. beginning of reaction in Catalonia 7 
ho could still write to Cyril Connolly, from die sanatorium 
where he was convalescing from his throat wound, ' I have 
seen wonderful things, and at last really believe in social¬ 
ism, win eh I never did before.” Even at the end of Homage 
to Catalonia t after he had told the terrible story of the 
mass frame-up of the POUM by the Communists, and had 
prophesied that whichever side won Spain was doomed to 
live under some roughly Fascist kind of government, he 
was still able to remark: "Curiously enough the whole 
perience has left me with not less hut more belief in the 
decency of human beings/ - ' 

Later on, I shall return to the Influence of Spain on Or¬ 
well's socialist ideas. Meanwhile, Homage to Catalonia is 
not concerned only with the existence, among all Lhe filth 
and discomfort of a civil war, of 2. miniature and tempo¬ 
rary working model of the libertarian society. If Orwell's 
experiences brought kirn For the first and last time the 
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kind of acceptance into a c a steles & comradeship of work¬ 
ingmen which he had always desired, afterwards (hey 
turned him into that modern symbol of human alienation, 
die man on the run, and introduced him to the kind of 
political caste system — the rule of die party elite — 
which in his later novels took the place: of the socially 
organized caste system he had known in England and, on 
a more intensified scale, in Burma. 

When the Spanish Civil War first broke out it seemed as 
though the class system had been given a geographical 
shape, so that, the old ruling class was safely behind die 
Fascist lines, and the workers and their friends on Lhe Re¬ 
publican side could proceed to create a society in which 
caste differences would no longer exist. Something like a 
social revolution did actually occur in Catalonia, when the 
industrial workers took over the factories and the peasants 
seized the large estates. But history has not yet produced 
any revolution dial failed lg create anew class system, In 
Spain a number of forces soon combined against the revo¬ 
lutionary society which Orwell had observed when he 
reached Barcelona in December iygG. Equality and free¬ 
dom have a difficult time in any war, and in Spain the 
advocates of military efficiency were soon arguing for the 
reintroduction of a discipline based on a hierarchical offi¬ 
cer class. Then, because of their peculiar relation to Bus- 
si a, die only source of arms for the Republic an side, the 
Communists moved towards a position of power; in order 
to ensure success .they assumed an antirevolutionarv line 
which appealed to the remnants of the propertied classes. 
The result was a triple reconstruction of the caste system, 
militarily with the formation of an officer corps,, politi¬ 
cally with the consolidation of the Communist Party and 
its private police organization into a ruling elite, and so¬ 
cially in the re-emergence of the middle class and of bla- 
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tam economic inequalities, as Orwell found when he re¬ 
turned to Barcelona in April 1937, after several months 
on the Aragon front.. It was no longer the revolutionary 
Mecca in which he had arrived a mere four months be¬ 
fore. 


The change iii the aspect of the crowds was 5tiding, The 
militia uniform and the blue overalls had almost disappeared; 
everyone seemed to be wearing the smart summer suits in 
whieh Spanish tailors specialise. Fat prosperous men, elegant 
women rind sleek cars were everywhere. 

But more sinister things were happening in the political 
field. It is in the nature of any totalitarian party to elimi¬ 
nate its own heretics first, and so the Communist Party 
set out to make an example of the heterodox Marxists of 
the POUM by the double process of vilification and physi¬ 
cal extermination. As we have seen, Orwell was- by acci¬ 
dent involved in this persecuted group, Homage to Cata¬ 
lonia takes oh darker tones as he describes the internecine 
war in Barcelona, ami particularly the period whan he 
stood guard on the roof of a. cinema above the barricaded 
streets in May XQ$ 7 * during the fighting between the Com- 
munisLfi and the police on one side and the Anarchists and 
the POUM on the other. After he had been sent to the 
T'eruel front and had come hack wounded at the end of 
May, he found the dire at of political terror brooding over 
the city. 

It is not easy to convey the nightmare atmosphere of that 
time — the peculiar uneasiness produced by rumors that were 
always changing, by censored newspapers and the constant 
presence of armed men, . . r There were times when I caught 
tny ears listening for the first shots. It was as though some 
huge evil intelligence were branding over the town. 
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And then the sLorm broke, POUM was suppressed, its 
members and supporters were bun ted. down, and Orwell 
suddenly realized what Continent a] novelists like Koestler 
and Si lone were writing about wi^gn he was forced, like 
one of their characters, to live for a short time the life of a 
hunted man,, a secretive, double life. 

It was an extraordinEiry, insane existence. . . . By night 
we were criminals, but by day \vc were prosperous English vis¬ 
itors — that was our pose, anyway. 

Orwell was more fortunate than most of his POUM 
comrades. Not tnerelv did he evade arrest and manage 
evencually to cross the frontier, but he was even able to 
penetrate as a visitor into one of the noisome prisons in 
which some of his friends were being held. The lessons 
about totalitarian police methods which he learned during 
those days on the run, and the lessons about totalitarian, 
disLorrions- of history which he afterwards absorbed when 
he came tu study the Communist accounts of what hap¬ 
pened in Catalonia during those early months of May and 
June ici37, stayed in his mind and helped to shape both 
Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four. From this point 
onward the organised political elite began to take the. 
place of a socially defined upper class iri the vision of a 
caste world which shaped his works of fiction. 

Yet the final effect o£ Homatjc to Catalonia is, strangely 
enough, not somber. The shadows of the latter days can¬ 
not overcome the radiance of clear colors that glow in the 
impressionistic prose, vigorous as Spanish revolutionary 
posters, which portrays the must dramatic moments. 
There are many such moments, but for Orwell the most 

vivid memory of all was that of the Italian militiaman 

■* 

who spontaneously shook his band at the Lenin Barracks 
in Barcelona on the day before he joined the militia. He 
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began his book with it and returned to it six years later in 
his essay “Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War,* 

When I jem ember — oh. how vividlv] — his shabbv uni- 

■ * 

fgnh and fierce, pathetic, innucent face, the complex side 
issues of the war seem to fade away anti I see clearly that 
there was at any rate no doubt as to who was im the light. 
In spite of power politics and journalistic lying, the central 
issue of the war was the attempt of people like this to win 
the decent life which they knew to be their birthright. 

Homage to Catalonia is in Its way an elegy on men like 
this once seen and never forgotten Italian, but it is not a 
lament for their Ideals. In “Looking Bad: on the Spanish 
Civil Wax” Ox well quotes a. poem he wrote about that 
Strange meeting. The last two verses, clumsy yet aston¬ 
ishingly tender, might be taken as a lyrical summary of all 
that he learned from the Spanish Civil Wat; 

Your name and your deeds were forgotten 
Before your bones were dry, 

And the Be that slew you is buried 
tinder a deeper be; 

But the thing that I saw in your face 
No power can disinherit; 

No bomb that ever burst 
Shatters the crystal spirit. 


X 

T HERE IS a certain archaic grandeur about the set¬ 
ting of OiwclFs experiences in Homage to Catalonia , 
and even about the actors. For, by the accident of history, 
he has entered a small, simplified society dominated by a 
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few broad ethical concepts which gain value because of 
the material primitive ness of existence. These badly 
armed militiamen, guarding ibeir moumain Lops with very 
Little but their ideals, seem a great deal nearer Lo the men 
who fought at Thermopylae and Marathon than to the 
great mechanized armies of modern times, Tt was doubt- 
less tfiis sense of living in a world snatched out of history 
that made Orwell recollect it immediately afterwards as 
something which had "the magic quality" of "memories 
that are years old,” 

Litre the Anarchists beside whom he fought, and with 
whom he had more in common than he would usually ad¬ 
mit,. Orwc-il tended to see the present as a time of particu¬ 
lar moral degeneracy, He looked forward with somewhat 
less confidence than they did to a be l ter world in die fu¬ 
ture, but he shared their feeling that in past times, golden 
or at least silver ages, human existence had been more 
meaningful and more natural than it was becoming in the 
mid-twentieth century. But, while the Anarchists have al¬ 
ways tended to set a distant focus on the Middle Ages or 
even on die tribal periods of human development, Orwell 
looked to a time into which hds own memory reached — 
the last decades before the First World War broke apart 
the fabric of an ordered life which. England had developed 
during the nineteenth, century. 

Homage to Catalonia ends on a vibrantly lyrical note, 
but its last words are not of Spain; Lhey are of England, 
and they express all of OrwelFs love for the country he 
had known in his childhood, and all bis fears for its fu¬ 
ture. He describes crossing the Channel after his flight 
from Barcelona, and the impression— shared by almost 
everyone on returning from the Continent — of die extra¬ 
ordinary sleekness of die southern English landscape. 
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The industrial towns were far away, a smudge of smote 
and misery hidden by the curve of the earth's surface, Down 
here it was still the England I had known in ray childhood; 
the railway cut Lings smothered in wlldfiowers, the deep 
meadows where the great shining horses browse and medi¬ 
tate, the slow-moving streams bordered by willows,, the green 
bosoms of the shns, the larkspurs in the cottage gardens; and 
then the huge peaceful wilderness of huter London, the barges 
orr the 'miry river, the familiar streets, i,he posters telling of 
cricket matches and Royal weddings., the men in bowler hats, 
the pigeons in Trafalgar Square, the red buses, the blue 
policemen — ali sleeping the deep, deep sleep of England, 
from which 1 sometimes fear that we shall never wake till 
we Lure jerked out of it bv the roar of bombs. 

Tills final sardonic twist to the lyrical ending scorns to 
contain all the dilemmas and agonies of Orwell's later 
years. For it was the very qualities which made 'England 
unconscious of its perils that were dear to him. ■— the gen¬ 
tleness of its people, the sleepy beauty of iLs country side, 
the decency of its traditions. On the other band, Ills expe¬ 
rience in Spain had made him aware for the first, time of 
the kind of forces which were loose in Europe, and which 
had to be resisted if anything good from the past. were to 
be retained in the new technologicai age. to which human¬ 
ity seemed irrevocably condemned, At the same time, he 
recognized that dangers might com.e from within as well 
as wii.houL Neither believing that progress was necessar¬ 
ily good, nor relishing the idea of a "glittering Wells- 
world," he saw clearly, as he remarked in The Road lo 
Wvgftn Pier, that "the machine civilization is hcr& t and it 
can only lie criticized from the Inside, because all of us are 
inside it * 

The novel in which Orwell explores tills whole territory 
of past versus presen t T or arch ai. cist nostalgia, versus a re¬ 
alistic acceptance of a world one does not particularly 
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like, is Coming Up for Air. it was published only a lew 
months before the outbreak of the Second World War, 
which its hero, George Bowling, prophesied as relentlessly 
as Gordon Comstock, though with none of Comstock’s joy 
at die prospect oi the falling bombs, II was written largely 
in Marrakesh during die winter of icr^S-it^Q, At die be¬ 
ginning of 1933 Orwell had been contemplating a trip to 
India, where, as in Spain, history was on the move during 
those laic years of the Thirties; but,, doubtless as a result 
of die privations ho had endured in Spain, he was taken 
seriously ill, and it was discovered that for the past decade 
at least he had been suffering from undiagnosed tubercu¬ 
losis., He spent several months in a sanatorium in Kent* 
and then went lor a winter of recuperation in Morocco, 
Apart from a disjointed impressionistic essay entitled 
'"Marrakesh* which John Lehmann published in New 
Writing-, this interlude provided no experience that Orwell 
later used in his writing, and 1 cannot remember more 
tlian two or three passing references in his conversation, 
from which T gathered dial he found the country ex¬ 
tremely dull in corn}; art son with Burma or Spain, Most of 
the time he appears to have been involved with the writing 
of Coming Up for Mr. 

The main contribution of the Moroccan environment in 
Coming Up for Air was probably its complete difference 
from the England which was once again the subject of his 
novel I suspect that distance from the subject had a great 
deal to do with the high color and great vitality of Coming 
Up for Air in comparison with his two previous books. 
These qualities lend La mask the sadness that really lies 
at the heart of the book, 

Coming Up for Air is the only one among Orwell’s nov¬ 
els which appears to have been affected by an actual meet¬ 
ing with another writer. On the whole, Orwell was not 
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greatly influenced by his contemporaries; it was, as I shall 
show later, preceding generations that taught him most. 
On his way to Spain at. the end of 1936. he paid a visit 
to Henry Miller in Paris. Miller was then at the height 
of Ins form as a writer, and seemed more important as 
a literary artist than lie appears thirty years afterwards, 
But it was less the character of his writing than his point 
of view, his philosophic irresponsibility, that fascinated 
Orwell. 

What most intrigued me about him was to fmd that he 
felt no interest in the Spanish War whatever, ... He could 
understand anyone going there for purely selfish motives, out 
of Curiosity for instance, but to mix oneself up in such things 
from a sense of obligation was sheer stupidity. In any ease, 
my ideas, about combating fascism, fiefending demoeracy, etc,, 
etc,, were all baloney. Our civilization was destined to be swept 
away and replaced by something so different that we should 
scarcely regard it as human • a., prospect that did not bother 
him. 

Even Orwell's experiences in Spain (Ur3 not dim the im¬ 
pression of his meeting with Miller, and just before the 
Second World War began in r939 he started to write a 
long and rather rambling critical essay, "‘Inside the 
Whale,” which surveys most of the trends- of the Thirties, 
but all tire time circulates around his own fascination 
with Miller's deliberate passivism. Miller was important 
and worthy of respect, he decided, because he neither ig¬ 
nored nor embraced what was going on in the modem 
world. 

He is fiddling while Rome is burning, and, unlike tbs enor¬ 
mous majority of people who do this, fiddling with Ms face 
towards the flames. 
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The WAr bejjr&ri before Orwell had completed "Inside the 
Whale/' 1 and there was a curiously fatalistic lone to his 
assessment, late in 1939,of the course of events. He saw 
the war as a stage hi the breakup of the old liberal-Chris¬ 
tian culture in which he himself had been reared, and he 
made a prophecy ’which later he was to work out in fic¬ 
tional detail in Nineteen EighLy~Po'tir f 

Almost certainly we are moving into im age of totalitarian 
dictatorships— an age m which freedom of thought will be 
at first a deadly sin and later On a meaningless abstraclion. 
The autonomous individual is going to be stamped out of 
existence. 

This was one of those characteristically extreme state¬ 
ments which reveal the contradictions within Orwell’s 
point of view on such matters, Hjg attitude resembled that 
of those advocate’s of determinism who always act as if 
free will were a reality. He believed that any objective 
analysis of the 'world situation in 1940 could lead only to 
the most pessimistic conclusions* yet his actions negated 
his assertions. “Everything one write* now," he remarked 
to Cyril Connolly while he was working on Coming Up far 
Ait\ “is overshadowed by tins ghastly feeling that we are 
rushing towards a precipice and, though we shan’t actu¬ 
ally prevent ourselves or anyone else from going over* 
must put up some sort of fight.” So, when the war began* 
he did not retreat into Miller-like passivism, but tried to 
enroll in any branch of the armed services that might take 
a man with ailing lungs, and eventually turned — at least 
for the duration — into a shrill critic of those who de¬ 
fended the attitude he had accepted as reasonable on Mil¬ 
ler's part in 1940. Even Nineteen Eighty-Four, in this con¬ 
text, must be regarded as warning rather than prophetic 
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acceptance, as ail eleventh-bout call in the face of what its 
author regarded only as- the possible. 

The truth is that neither Orwell's quixotic nature nor 
his Inherited Anglo-Indian traditions? would allow him to 
take a passive view of the trends which he saw engulfing 
the world in the late Thirties, Miller's philosophic irre¬ 
sponsibility had nevertheless the same kind of fascination 
for him as Mr, Warburton's immorality for Dorothy Dare 
in A Clerjijmuris Daughter. Coming Up far Air is largely 
— though not entirely— devoted to a consideration of 
this question, and the hero, George howling, although he 
puLs forward many Orwellian ideas, differs from his cre¬ 
ator in hieing a kind of natural M tile rite who has never 
read Miller, conscious of what is happening in the 'world 
but resolutely refusing to become engaged. To keep alive 
in war and in whatever horrors may come after war: that 
is George Bowlings innermost urge. 

Coming Up for Air is a first-person novel, the mono¬ 
logue of an insurance man with a mind just a little too 
inquiring and perceptive for his own happiness. George 
Bowling is, as he puts it, a fat man with a thin man inside 
him. Externally he is one oi Orwell's Fanzaie figures, the 
final development of die succession represented by Mr, 
Warbtnton and by the boozily cynical commercial traveler 
Flasman in Ke&p the Aspidistra thing. He is a big-bellied, 
red-faced man with a nagging wife and a dirty ml Lid ; a 
huckster's instinct and a taste for earthy pleasures.; lie 
seems to belong by nature to the postcard world of Donald 
McGill, But, like all of Orwell's heroes, lie lives a double 
life, and it is the thin man inside him w r ho starts looking 
at fat George Bowling's life and doubting its value, and 
who starts him off on the quixotic little journey which 
unites the rather fragile plot of the novel. 

George Bowling begins life a* a country boy fit the Ox- 
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Fordshirc town of Lower Bin field, which figures in the 
□ramps 1 ' peregrinations of Doum and Out in Paris and Lon¬ 
don, His father is a small tradesman, a seed merchant, 
slowly ruined by chain store com petition; in his ease 
death just wins by a neck the race with bankruptcy, 
George starts out as a grocer’s assistant, but in 1914 the 
earthquake of the war throws him up into the officer class, 
he becomes a low-grade executive in an insurance firm, 
improves his social position a little by marrying a rabbit- 
Faced girl from a decayed Anglo-Indian family, and settles 
down to the dreary realities of suburban fife in the kind of 
jerry-built housing estate that suits his income and his 
status. In other words, Lo all 011L ward appearance he is a 
typical member of the British lower middle middle class, 
not. quite a gentleman but by no means a prole. Yet under¬ 
neath the bluff, corpulent exterior lurks the consciousness 
of the thin man, who i& well-read, politically informed, 
and as much aware as his creator of the nasty things that 
arc happening in the modern world. 

As a character Bowling does not fit into the ordinary 
conventions of fiction. Sometimes he seems intended as a 
type of his class and period* aL ether times he is little more 
than his creator's voice, spouting the ideas Orwell has al¬ 
ready expressed in The Road to Wtgan Pier, and it 'would 
he easy for any critic to expose him— according to the 
rules of the game of novel writing — as a kind of literary 
Frankenstein's monster whose various organs do not fit to¬ 
gether particularly well, and whose history is somewhat 
artificially manipulated to explain the more puzzling fea¬ 
tures of his makeup. To give only one example, Rowling is 
lost for two whole years by Lhe War Office while lie serves 
as OC of a dump of fifteen this of bully beef on the West 
Coast; this allows boredom to drive him into reading, and 
this in turn arouses his curiosity so that .in the end he has 
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absorbed, as well as a great deal of rubbish, all of Orwell’s 
favorite books written up to xyiB, including The P iet.ure 
of Dorian Gray , But the odd thing about Bowling is that. 
Like Don QuixnLe, he soon wins his way into our minds a? 
a kind of probable improbability., and once we have made 
that acceptance., his monologue immediately takes on a 
consistency of its own. We realize that we are in the mind 
of an original, who speaks to us in Orwell's most vividly 
colloquial and imagistic prose, and who has a love for the 
surface of' the earth and an eye to the ulterior significance 
of its details. 

One of Bowling’s particular characteristics is his power 
to build up structures of associative thought out of visual 
images, fie stops his car out in the country to look at the 
primroses on a March dnv. He takes in all the. elements of 
the spring landscape. But it is the smoking ernbers of a 
tramp's fire that bring them into focus and create a mean* 
ingfyi experience out of them. 

Its curious that a red ember looks more alive, gives you 
move nf a feeling' of life, than any living thing'. There's some- 
tiling about it, a kind of in tensity, a vibration — I can’t think 
of the exact words. But It lots you know you "re alive yarn-self. 
It’s the spot in the picture that makes, you notice everything 
else. 

It Is this experience that makes George Bowling finally 
decide oil the journey into the past which the subject of 
Coming Up for Air, But this is already two-(Birds of the 
way through the novel, and the primary experience which 
sets the whole train o.f events going takes place the day 
before, when Bowling is walking down die Strand, think¬ 
ing about the war which he is sure will si an in a couple of 
years and about the unpleasant state of affairs it is likely 
to leave behind. He sees a newspaper poster annoo.neing' 
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the postponement of the wedding of that forgotten mon¬ 
arch King Zog of /Libit rua. By a positively Pro us nan train 
of associations, involuntary memory is released, and even 
as he strolls fatly down towards Charing Cross on a cold 
day in 3938, lie is back in Lower Binlicld on a Sunday 
morning thirty-eight years ago, a small boy listening to the 
chairmen in the church bellowing about Og the King of 
E ash an, with the musty smell of powdered corpses hang¬ 
ing in the air r 

The second part of Coming Up for Air, which takes up 
almost half the book, switches a telescopic focus onto the 
first conscious days of George Bowlings childhood, ex¬ 
ploring a tiny shop world smelling of sainfoin, and brings 
his life forward again to 1938, when "in every shipyard in 
the world they're riveting up the battleships for another 
war,” 

Lower Binfield is a place where, in memory, 4 -it was 
summer all the year round/" and life seemed to go on "dike 
some kind of natural processJust as nature is not neces¬ 
sarily kind, so life in Lower Binfield was not all joy and 
happiness; people were poor, they died of avoidable sick¬ 
nesses, they went slowly downhill in business., and If, like 
George Bowling’s father, they tried to live according to 
some standard of decency In their dealings with the 
world, they were just as liable to suffer as the villains, But 
it was still a world with a different tempo from the ic^c’s, 
arid if there were few water closets and fewer bathrooms, 
and flip dustbins smelt powerfully and the blue bo ides 
buzzed around the house unmolested, well, "'Which would 
you sooner listen to., a bluebottle or a bombing plane?” 

The most vivid of George Bowling's memories of child¬ 
hood are alt somehow connected with fishing, and the ac¬ 
counts of expeditions to farm pools and country house 
lakes and to the Thames Itself arc die best pages of Com- 
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ing Op for ■£{$. To George Bowling the experiences they 
describe were >o joyful anti so intense that even thirty 
years afterwards they seemed symbolic of a vanishing and 
a better, way of life. 

As soon fljf you think of fishing yon think of things that 
don't belong to the modem, world. The very idea of sifting ah 
day under a willow tree beside a quiet pool — and being able 
to find ei quiet pool to sit beside — belongs to the time before 
the war, before the radio, before aeroplanes, before llitlcr. 
TliOreh a kind of peacefulness even in the names of Englisdi 
course fish. Roach, mdd, dace., bleak, barbel, bream, gudgeon, 
pike, chub, tench. They’re solid kind of names. The people 
who made them up hadn't heard of machine guns, they didn't: 
live in terror of the sack or spend their time eating aspirins, 
going to the pictures and wondering how to keep out of the 
Concentration camp. 

Fishing not only provides George Bowling with his best 
and. freshest memories. It also gives him the focus of per¬ 
sonal myth: a pool hidden in the woods and full of great 
dark fish seen ones in hovhood. The second Lime he went 
near the pool he was tempted away by a girl and enjoyed 
hi* ilist sexual experience—a different kind of entry 
into darkness — in the long grass, on the other side of the 
copse. Yet he never doubts, that the pool and the fish are 
still waiting for him, and in an obscure way it seems that 
if he can onlyreLurn Lo that dark glade and draw up what¬ 
ever its waters offer, he will gain a fulfillment which his 
Jife has so far not provided. 

George Bowling’s rebellion against his world is a smaller 
one than that of Flory or Comstock. The plan of it crystal¬ 
lizes in his mind after he has attended a Left Book Club 
meeting in his suburb of West Bletchley and has looked 
into die mind of die antifascist speaker and seen his 
vision of faces being smashed by hammers in 'The hate 
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world, the slogan work!" that lies in the future. And the 
next day, out hi the country,, watching the glow in the 
tramp's 6re. he decides to make a small escape and spend 
a secret week in Lower Pan Feld, away from the modern 
world and fears of the Future, a wav from the Insurance 
office and the nagging wife, soaking up the peace he re¬ 
members, coming up for air, Above all, there will be the 
pool. 

I thought of it in the dark place among the trees, waiting 
for me all those years. And the huge black fish still .gliding 
round it, Jesus! If they were that size thirty years age, what 
would they be like now? 

As anyone who knows his Proust will have anticipated, 
die romantic journey back into the past Is a disillusion¬ 
ment from beginning to end. “Progress* has engulfed 
Lower Binficld as it has engulfed the rest of England. 
Bonding has difficulty finding the town of his child- 
hood amidst the sprawling factories and housing estates. 
Ills old home, with its fascinating smells of seedsman's 
goods, has been turned into an arty teashop. The girl with 
whom he lav in the long grass has sagged away into a 
shapeless hag who, to his relief, does not. recognize the fat 
man he has become. The dark pond In the secret copse 
has long been drained and turned Into a dump for tin 
can S3 what happened to the great fish nobody knows, 
Bowlings attempt to escape for even a week from his own 
world is totally frustrated, and his visit to Lower Binfidd 
ends in a fine piece of Orwellian groLcsqucric, when a Brit¬ 
ish plane drops a bomb by accident on the town ana 
causes ahead of time the first casualties of the coming 
war. Driving furiously back to the suburbs., he develops a 
mood of almost exalted pessimism: 


IBS THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT 


The bad times arc coming., and die streianjlineii men are 
coming too. What's coming afterwards I don't know. It hardly 
even interests me. I only know if there's anything you care 
a. curse about„ better say good-bye to it now, because every- 
thing ytuc've ever known is going down, down. Into the muck, 
with the machine guns rattling rail tin.:: time. 

The tumid that leads to the nightmare world of Nine¬ 
teen Eighty-Four is open already In Orwells mind. 

But for George Bowling even the dignity of philosophic 
pessimism is not possible,. Be turning home, he as accused 
by his wife of having gone away with another woman. 
Knowing that the story of his romantic attempt to escape 
will not he believed, he realizes that he will have, to take 
his medicine. 

The old life in Lower Einfield, the war ami the after-war. 
Hitler, Stalin;, bombs, machine guns, food queues, rubber 
intriclieons — it sra* fading out* all fading out. Nothing re¬ 
mained except a vulgar low-down row in a smell of old mack¬ 
intoshes. 

Like all Ids predecessors, the hero of Coming Up for Air 
has concluded that there is now no way oul from the 
prison of one's class or one's time into the freedom of an 
idiosyncratic self. And, like [hern, he pays a penalty. The 
great dark fish will never swum again in the pool of Iris 
mind. Coming Up for Air has been called a conservative 
book-. But conservatism implies a hope of preserving the 
good things of the past. Bowling sees them all being swept 
away in the tide of the future. At the same time, the bock 
contains none of the Socialist idealism which had survived 
Orwell's Spanish experience to he recorded M Homage to 
Catalonia. Left without illusions about the past or hopes 
for. the future, George Bowling seems to retreaL into the 
narrow present, where we can assume that, as he has per- 
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sistently told us, he will keep alive longer than most other 
people. Perhaps it is this central toughness which we 
sense in George Bowling that provides the equation mark 
in the Orwellian contradiction which Comfit# Up for Air 
shows more strikingly than most of his books, manifest in 
the contrast between its extraordinary vitality of manner 
and its moral which implies the defeat of life. Life is al¬ 
ways defeated, because death exists. But it is always there 
to pose the challenge anew, 


Xl 


O RWELL’S essentially didactic approach has always 
made it difficult to establish hr his case the kind of 
distinctions between '"creative* and "nonoreative* writing 
which American literary scholars pursue with such ab¬ 
surd assiduousness, Quite unashamedly he used his 
novels to w T ork out his political and moral ideas, and he 
would have considered it dishonest to do otherwise. Put at 
the same time his imagination played just as lambently 
and unprcdictahly over his journalistic and critical wait¬ 
ings as it did over his fiction. If he himself established any 
kind of hierarchy within his own writing, it was one of 
quality and era ftm an ship rather than genre; he rejected 
Lhose books, like A CtergymaX-S Daughter and Keep the 
Aspidistra Flying, which he had written in haste., and 
prized those,, like Animal Farm, over which — as he put 
it — he had save ale d r Mere inventiveness, which in prac¬ 
tice is what critics mean when they use the word ''creativ¬ 
ity,* 3 did not seem to him important in comparison with 
stylistic purity, the exact arrangement of w T urds, and he 
wisely took, much more pride in k good critical essay than 
in an indifferent piece of fiction. 
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In •« \mee of essays which contain some of Lhc most 
astute critical observations yet made on Orwell, John 
Wain has contender! that Orwell's work should be consid¬ 
ered— as a Renaissance critic might have done —ac¬ 
cording to its “kinrT rather than, as modern critics are in¬ 
clined to do of anytlting that comes their wav, according 
to “genre,” 

The "kind” to which Orwell’s work belongs is polemic, All 
of it, In wha Lever form — novelty essays, descriptive sketches, 
volumes of autobiography — has the same object; to implant 
in the readers mind a point of view, often about some definite, 
limited, topic * „ „ but in any case about an issue over which 
he felt it was wrong not to take sides, 

Wahl goes on to remark, with equal justice, that once we 
regard Orwell as a polemicist, we. can sidle around what 
he calls the 'initial paradox of Or 1 well/' 

He was a novelist who never wrote a satisfactory novel, a 
literary critic who never bothered to ]earn his trade properly, 
a social historian whose history was lull of gaps. Yet he mat¬ 
ters, for as, polemic his work is never anything less than mag¬ 
nificent;. and the virtues Which the polemic land demands — 
urgency;, ineisiveness, clarity and humor — he possessed in 
exactly the right combination, 

Mi- Wain proceeds to argue that since Orwell's ideas 
meant so much to him, and really formed the central core 
of his work, we "must do him the justice, of taking them 
seriously; he upbraids those who have been so bemused by 
Orwell's extraordinary character and drama tie life that 
they have tended to judge everything he wrote in terms of 
his personal eccentricities, 

It Is a salutary warning, and later In this book I shall 
fallow it to the extent of presorting OrwclFs ideas as the 
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produces of a pliiiosophy of life which, if not logical ly con- 
sis Lem, has at least a high degree of balance and cohesion, 
Yet it seems to me thai even Orwell’s philosophy is essen¬ 
tially personal, the rationalization of a series of highly,idi¬ 
osyncratic reactions to experience. When ire consider his 
novels, or oven those an to biographical works which, no 
matter how many masks they may wear, still seem so m- 
tensely characteristic of the man who wrote them, we 
cannot escape from the close interconnection between 
ideas and personality-, and in this context the question 
whether it is Lite original Eric El air or the new self George 
Orwell we are dealing with is not very important, 'With 
no author, in fact, do contemporary critical warnings 
against the personal heresy and the intentional fallacy 
seem more irrelevant than they do when one is discussing 
Orwell. It is always impossible to escape the intentions of 
a polemicist, which is why no New Critic has ever tackled 
either Swift or Dickens- effectively, while one cannot evade 
the personality of a writer who is always intent, as Orwell 
was, on presenting his ideas in terms of his own experi¬ 
ence, At times, indeed, Inis works obviously go, as all good 
literature does, past intention, and ho would not he a 
.successful polemicist, if lie were not able to see beyond his 
personal reactions and generalize from them. Idea — 
form-—intention — emotional state: none of them can 
be ignored if wc set ont to achieve a balanced view of 
Orwell’s waiting, and particularly of any writing he did 
after 1938, the year when he acquired a political faith and 
at the same time — though not necessarily as a conse¬ 
quence — made a major advance towards literary matu¬ 
rity in HQmagt 1 to CatnknikL 

Tli is digression into the nature of Orwell’s writing may 
seem to belong more properly to the final part of this book,, 
where I am concerned with questions of form and kind. 
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I make it at this point because nothing less than a recogni¬ 
tion of the importance of the polemical clement in Or¬ 
well's later writing will explain adequately tlie course of 
his work and the development of his master theme after 
Coming Vp for Air appeared, a few months before the war 
whose nearness had obsessed both George Bowling and 
Ms creator. It is not that there is any real breach of conti¬ 
nuity, Nineteen Eighty-Four could very well be interpreted 
as the amplification of a vision of the future already ad¬ 
umbrated in Coming Up for Air, But there is a shifting of' 
focus and direction in the three later fictional works, At?U 
Pud Farm; Such t Such Were the Joys* and Nineteen 
Eighty-Four, which is related to the different nature of 
Orwell's experience after the outbreak of the Second 
World War and also, I think, to the changes, of inner cli¬ 
mate which made die Orwell one knew in the Forties seem 
so different from the Blair his earlier friends remembered. 

For more than six years, from the end of 193S to early 
1945, Orwell published neither fiction nor any important 
autobiographical writing, and even in terms of actual work 
there was a gap of more than four years between the ter¬ 
mination of Coming Up for Air early in 1939 and the com¬ 
mencement of Animal Farm some time in 1943. Yet these 
were not wasted years for him, even as a writer. Nearly 
half the pieces in his Collected E&aays were first published 
between 1939 and 1943, and almost all the others in tins 
rather massive volume appeared between 1944 and 1947, 
To these eight busy years, in oilier words? belongs virtually 
all the critical waiting Orwell considered important enough 

.* Shim, Such Were the Joys was written ns a flagmen? of auto¬ 
biography, but 1 bare included it afnhn" the fiction partly because 
it fc highly subjective in approach, and partly because it is even 
more an “arranged” work than Down timl Out in- Pflrii amt Lott' 
dan, It is- Tmiub to ora closely related to the novels than to the criti¬ 
cal or political essays, I shall have more to ftejjrlater on tills. 
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to preserve, plus a great many political essays and three 
polemical pamphlets (The Lion and the Unicom in I9|J 7 
James Burnham and the Managerial Revelation in 1946, 
and The English People in 19^7 plus the scores o£' uncol¬ 
lected articles and reviews which appeared in the Tnh- 
une, Partisan Review, Observer, Manchester Evening 
News (for which he did a weekly book column for two or 
three years) and a dozen small journals and little maga¬ 
zines. All this he did, it must be remembered, while he 
was still working either at die BBC or editorially at the 
Tribune and while he was allowing at least part of his 
spare time to be consumed by a series of "causes 5 ' from the 
Home Guard to the Freedom Defense Committee. His life 
was also expanding in other ways, for it was during this 
period that he ceased to be a real solitary, and though he 
never became a truly gregarious man, at least he now felt 
himself accepted on his own terms and huilL up that ex¬ 
traordinary variety of friendships which mellowed his 
final years. All these forms of action seemed to stimulate 
each other, and doubtless they were all stimulated by the 
atmosphere of die time, for the war years and the period 
immediately after peace, up to about: the time when Or¬ 
well left for the Hebrides, were much more lively from a 
literctry and a political point of dew than the period from 
1948 or 1949 down to the present. 

In the case of Orwell it. was not merely that he worked 
yyith immense energy and produced a great quantity of 
writings of various kinds. There was an extraordinary 
change in quality, which had been foreshadowed by Hom¬ 
age to Catalonia, also the product of a period of life in a 
peculiarly stimulating atmosphere. Orwell's expository 
writing became steadily clearer and more flexible, and Ms 
critical powers, first demonstrated impressively in Me 
long 1939 essay on Charles Dickens, were inspired and 
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informed by an awareness which he would will political, 
but which—seen in tlie perspective of the years — 
seems rather to have been moral in essence. Orwell was 
always a moralist., even, at Eton if one is to. accept Cyril 
Connolly’s account of him in Enemiss of Promise, and 
when he acquired political opinions they merely chan¬ 
neled his moralism, but by no means tamed it. The test 
always came when political expediency or party interests 
clashed with his ideas of what might he true or decent: 
most, often — and always in his later years — it was party 
interest that he let go 1 h favor of decency. 

The in One nee of this moral-political awareness can be 
seen not merely in an increased sensitivity to the social 
and ethical dimensions of a book or a situ a Lion he might 
be discussing, but also in the directness of writing Ft. began 
to foster;, even when he turned hack again near the end of 
the war from essays to fiction. He tried to write, as lie put 
it, 'less picturesquely and more exactly."' And he gave a 
more definitely political character than before to tire 
theme of caste and alienation which re-emerges, in vary¬ 
ing forms, in till liis late works, beginning with Ani-mci 
Farm. 

“Aizimtil Farm * said Orwcti in 1947, “was the fust, book 
in which 1 tried, with full consciousness of what 1 was 
doing, to fuse political purpose and artistic purpose Jr) one 
whole.” Kc succeeded admirably, and produced a hook so 
clear in intent and writing that the critic is usually rather 
nonplussed as lo what he should say about it; all is sc 
magnificently there, and the only thing that really needs 
to lie done is to place this crystalline little book Into its 
proper setting- 

Conciseness of form and simplicity of language are the 
qualities .which immediately strike one on opening Aljfjfrtt# 
Farm after having read Orwell's earlier works of fiction. 
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The fable is about a third the length of Keep the Aspidis¬ 
tra FLijintj, though the events of which it tells are much 
more complicated, and it is written in a bare English, un¬ 
cluttered by metaphor, which contrasts strongly with both 
the elaborately literary diction of Burmese Dmjx and the 
racy but some times over-rich narrative style of Com hi# 
Up for Air. 

Mr. Jones, of the Manor Fami, had locked the henhouses 
for the night, but was too drunk to remember to shut the perp- 
bo-Ies. With the ring 1 of light, from his lantern dancing from 
side to side, he lurched across the yard, kicked elf Ins boots 
ai the back door-, drew himself a. last glass of beer from the 
barrel in the scullery, and made his way up to bed, where 
Mrs. Jones was already snoring. 

So it begins, and so it continues to the end, direct, exact 
and sharply concrete, letting events make their own im¬ 
pacts find stimulating the creation of mental pictures, so 
that one remembers the book as a series of lively visual 
images held together by a membrane of almost trail ^par¬ 
ent prose, 

There was no doubt In QrvvelTs mind about his inten¬ 
tion in writing Animal Farm. He felt that the English in 
1943 were allowing their admiration for the military hero¬ 
ism of the Russians to blind them to the faults of the 
Communist regime, and be also believed that the Commu¬ 
nis is were using their position as unofficial representa¬ 
tives of Russia In England to prevent the truth from being 
known, as they had done in Spain. Awmast Farm was 
meant to set his compatriots thinking again. 

At that time Orwell was fascinated by the craft of pam¬ 
phleteering,. which had something of a wartime vogue 
among British writers, so that not only likely people, such 
as Orwell, Read and Spender, produced pamphlets, but 
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even unlikely people such as Forster, Eliot and Henry 
Miller, Besides the three unimpressive and not very suc¬ 
cessful pamphlets which he himself wrote m the ic^tfs, 
Guv ell edited wl.CK Reginald Reynolds an anthology of 
classic pamphlets from the past, cnliUed British Pan;- 
pffleteirs; he believed that a revival of pamphleteeiinr:- 
was possible and desirable. Jr a pamphlet one could state 
a case simply and concisely,, and it would stand on its own 
feet as no article in a periodical could, ever do. But pam¬ 
phleteering in fact never took on that new lease of life in 
the postwar years which Orwell had anticipated; this was 
due partly to lack of interest among the booksellers and 
partly to the dcvitalization of British politics after 1945, 
Yet Animal Farm, which Was really a pamphlet m fic¬ 
tional form, did succeed, because it created within the di¬ 
mension of a fable a perfect and self-consistent micro¬ 
cosm, There was nothing very original about the basic 
idea of a community of animals acting like men, which 
had been used about fifteen hundred years before by the 
anonymous Indian author of that extraordinary collec¬ 
tion of political fables, the panchaianita r But, like the 
authors of the Paiirhatomtra, Orwell gave his work fresh¬ 
ness by inducing that peculiar blend of humor, incongru¬ 
ity and apparent candor which ere rates in the reader a 
willingness to suspend disbelief and to transfer himself in 
mind into the changed dimensions of a world where the 
pursuits of men can be seen dispassionately because it is 
animals which are following them, 

Orwell liked animals, though he detested the sentimen¬ 
tal British animal cult. In his world picture animals, chil¬ 
dren, oppressed people stood on one side, and the oppres¬ 
sors, whether they were farmers, schoolteachers, sahibs or 
party bosses, on die other. In Burmese .Dnt/s.. as I have 
shown, the relationship of Asians to animals is quite clear. 
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and later on in Nineteen Eighty-Four there were to be sev¬ 
eral identifications of proles with animals, "Proles and 
animals are Free/’ runs one of the Party slogans, and 
O'Brien, Winston Smith's tormentor, voices the dogma of 
the Inner Party when ho says that =< thc proletarians . . . 
arc helpless, like the animals. Humanity is the Party, 
The others are outside — irre.1 eventOn the other band, 
for Winston in his rebellion, an inestimable power seems 
to lie in ci the animal instinct. . . . that was the force that 
would tear the Party to pieces ” 

In Animal Farm it is the outsiders., the helpless ones, 
who rise in rebellion and destroy the power of the oppres¬ 
sors, personified in the drunken Mr. Jones. The idea of 
class division which in earlier books comes very near to 
the conception of two nations, rich and poor, is here modi¬ 
fied to suggest two kinds—men and animals, TA.IJ men 
are enemies. All animals are comrades.,^ says the pro¬ 
phetic old boar Major in his great oration shortly before 
the uprising. 

The original division between man and animal corre¬ 
sponds to the old social division between hereditary upper 
and lower castes- or classes which Orwell represented In 
Ms earlier works. But his experiences in Spain had led 
him to delve into the history of the development of power 
structures during revolutions, and on this subject lie was 
now as knowledgeable as anyone outside the ranks of spe¬ 
cialist historians. He had learned that social Caste Could 
he replaced by political caste, and Animal Farm is a study 
in fable form of this process at work in a minuscule world 
which we can observe as closely as a community of ants 
under the glass lid. of a Formicariurn. 

The history of the revolution betrayed in the animal 
world is based, therefore, partly on what Orwell had seen 
of the Communist usurpation of power in Spain and 
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partly on what he had read of the Russian Revolution and 
its abortion by the Bolsheviks, But his antiooinimmi&in 
docs not mean that ho is on the side of the traditional rul¬ 
ing class ^ represented by men. On the contrary, when the 
animals originally rise in revolt against the tyrannical 
Farmer Jones, lie wins our sympathies for them, and we 
remain on their side throughout their subsequent strug¬ 
gles with humanity, accepting the fact that no matter 
what the pigs may do, no animal wants to be ruled again 
by Farmer Jones or his kind. 

Yet from the very first day of insurrection it is evident 
ill at a new elite is replacing the vanished hum an rulers — 
the elite of the pigs, who are the equivalent of Lhe Party. 
Immediately they arrogate privileges to themseives — 
first a monopoly of milk, then of apples. They become 
supervisor s ? while the other animals, with the sole excep¬ 
tion of that arch an Li collect] vis t, the cat. do the work. The 
pigs, it should be noted, arc united when it is a question of 
defending their rights as an elite against the other ani¬ 
mals, Orwell had no intention of malting Animal Form an 
apology for Trotskyism, as he made quire clear in a con¬ 
versation which Julian Symons recorded; 

And just in case I had aiiy illusions about his altitude, lie 
pointed out that Troteky-Snow-fcan was potentially as big a 
rill ain as Stalin-Napoleon, although he was- Napoleons vk> 
tun- The first note of corruption was struck, he said, when 
the pigs scoretly had the cows" milk added to their own maBly 
and Snowball eon sen ted to this first act of inequality. 

The struggle between Snowball and Napoleon Is in fact 
a. struggle within the party elite whose final result, which¬ 
ever had won. would have been the increased consolida¬ 
tion and centralization of power In the Jtftfidft °f the pigs. 
Tills is what happens when Napoleon outmaneuvers 
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Snowball and immediately after his expulsion initiates the 
career of purges, atrocities and deepening tyranny that re- 
produces in minuscule the history of the Russian "Revolu¬ 
tion from ipiy to the 1940’s, 

At no point in Animal Farm, does Orwell shift his side. 
Though it ls a third-person story, as all fables are, the 
point of view of the reader Is always nearest to that of the 
unprivileged animals, and perhaps nearest of all to that of 
Benjamin, the sad and cynical old donkey who sides With 
no factions and always says that -life would go on as it 
had always gone on— that is, badly/" Yet despite bis ex¬ 
posure of die mounting iniquities committed by the pig 
elite, Orwell never falls into the error of suggesting that 
the farmers are any better. On the contrary, there is really 
nothing to choose, and the book ends In that fantastic 
scene in which the: pigs entertain the neighboring fanners 
in a social gathering, and the other animals, J&oking in, 
see a quarrel break out over cheating at- cards. 

Twelve voices were shouting hr anger, and they were all 
alike. No question, now, what had happened to the faces of 
the pigs. The creatures outside locked from pig to man, and 
from man \o pig, and from pig to man again; but already it 
was impossible to say. which was which. 

In other words, old and new tyrannies belong to the 
same family; authoritarian governments, whether they 
are based on the codes of old social castes or on die rules 
of new poll tic til elites, are basically similar and present 
similar dangers to human welfare and to liberty, For the 
interests of oppressors are identical; as Mr, Pilkington 
jests at a more peaceful stage in the banquet, “If you have 
your lower animals to contend with* we have our lower 
classes f" 

By transferring the problems of caste division outside a 
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human setting, Orwell was able in Animal Farm, to avoid 
the psychological complications me citable in a novel, and 
thus to present his theme as a clear and simple political 
truth. In die process be left out one element which occurs 
in all Vais other works of fiction, the individual rebel 
caught In the machinery of the caste svstem. Not until he 
wrote Nineteen Ehjhty-Four did be elaborate the rebel's 
role tn an Animal Farm carried to its monstrously logical 
conclusion. 


xli 

B ETWEEN Animal Farm and N’ttjHcen Eiyhiy-Four 
lies that painful document Sticky Such Were the Jay is* 
This is the last of Orwell's autohiographical pieces,, and 
the most difficult for the reader to accept, because the 
writer himself was dealing with those memories which in 
literary terms he found most intractable. 

The exact date when Such, Sadi Were the Joys was 
completed has never, so far as I know, been revealed, but 
there is enough evidence to place ft rather closely, and this 
is important if we wish to relate it to Or wells o ther writ¬ 
ings. As late as 1938 Orwell found ilic memories of bis 
schooldays so unpleasant that when Cyril Connolly was 
writing the chapters on boyhood in Enemies of Promise, 
he said to him? "I wonder how you can wrile about Si, 
Cyprian’s,* It's all like an awful nightmare to me, and 
sometimes 1 think I can still taste the porridge.” In Such, 
Sudi Were the Joys he refers to the events described as 
being more than thirty years in the past, which would 

4 St, Cyprian's was the actual name of the ^chirol which Con¬ 
nolly called St. Wulf-ric’s and Orwell called Croisgalres, 
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suggest that he was writing at the earliest after 1945, and 
probably alter 1947. 

At this period there was a special reason why he should 
try to relive and to understand his own childhood. As his 
adopted son Richard developed from a baby into a small 
boy full of character, he seemed to be reconsidering bis 
own past, and to be facing the problems which he- had left 
unanswered. He told me once that he did not want to send 
Richard to a boarding school when he was very young, as 
had happened to him. In the other band, in spite of his 
socialism, he was not impressed by the re suits of state ed¬ 
ucation, and felt that while the present system lasted, 
there might be worse places to which a boy could be sent, 
when he was old enough, than a good public school. Inter¬ 
preting these remarks in terms of his own. past, I took 
them to mean that he found Eton more or less endurable, 
and what went before it unendurable, thdftigh he never 
went into detail with me about Ids experiences at Cross¬ 
gates. Significantly, he does not appear to have made any 
attempt to get Such, Such Were the Joys, published, and I 
think he may have felt that its value was therapeutic 
rather than literary. At last, by writing it all down, he had 
exorcised the childhood to which in the past he had re¬ 
ferred only obliquely in Bernese Days and keep the Aspi¬ 
distra Flying, and more directly but very scantily in those 
pages of The Road to Wigan Pier in which he discussed 
the roots of the class attitudes he acquired from the envi¬ 
ronment el his youth. Perhaps this was the final stage in 
the shedding of Erie El air- perhaps, having made this 
confession, if only to himself, he was ready at least to ac¬ 
cept his past and move into a time of greater serenity. The 
plans which he discussed on his deathbed for changing 
the direction of his writing suggest that this internal 
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change had in fact taken place. But, if that were indeed 
the case, the completion of bis now self did not survive 
the final disappearance of his eld self long enough for us 
to see it.5 effects 

Id England the literature of hoarding schools is almost 
a genre of its own, and, as a document of ingenious tyr¬ 
anny bearing down on helpless misery. Such, Such Were 
the joys is likely to remain among the classics of that mel¬ 
ancholy form How much of it was objectively true is hard 
to determine, Some of those who have written on Orwell 
found their own preparatory school days relatively pleas¬ 
ant, and they are therefore inclined to doubt that life at 
Cross gates can really have been so bad as Orwell claimed; 
Christopher Hollis and Lawrence Brandcr both take this 
attitude, but their evidence is useless, since they did not 
attend St, Cyprian’s. A closer witness was his sister Ayril* 
who also believed that her brother was laying it on rather 
too thickly; “It has been said that Eric had an unhappy 
childhood. J don’t think this was in die least true, al¬ 
though he did give that impression himself when ho was 
grown-up,” But even Avril did not sec St, Cyprian’s from 
the inside. 

Cyril Connolly did. Connolly, a more ebullient and ex¬ 
troverted personality than Orwell, was ready to admit that 
*Sl, Wuifric’s j „ h did me a world of good/’ but in fac¬ 
tual terms his account runs very dose to On veil’s, and 
suggests that the school whs a place of relentless cram¬ 
ming, unashamed snobbery, capricious punishment., and 
pedagogic filthy-mindedncss posing as moral vigilance. It 
Wits Orwell’s peculiar sensitivity to lus position as an im¬ 
poverished boy among richer,, stronger and more self- 
assured companions that made St. Cyprian’s the hell he 
describes. The picture is subjectively true. 

Anthony West in his essay on Orwell (really a long 
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New Yorker review of the first American edition of Keep 
the Aspidistra Ftying) finds in Such, Such Were the joys 
the sickly roots of Nineteen Eighty-Four. What West at¬ 
tempts in his study is. with patent malice, to cut the criti¬ 
cal ground from under Orwell's achievement by suggesting 
dial his works can mostly be explained in terms of neuro¬ 
sis. fie does hol ejsg Lbe actual word, but the persistent 
choice of adjectives like ^hysterical” and “perverse 1 ' to de¬ 
scribe various of Orwell's hooks, and the references to 
“manic violence" and “generalized sadism,” to a relish for 
“the murky and the horrible” and “a remorseless pessi¬ 
mism," make West's meaning clear enough, particularly 

when he remarks that “onlv the existence of a hidden 

■ 

wound" can account for all the features of Orwell's 'writ¬ 
ing which, he himself finds distasteful. According to 
West's intei'prstation, the due to everything that is char¬ 
acteristic In Orwell's work is traceable to the reactions of 
an exceptionally morbid little boy to what may have been 
a perfectly good school of its kind. 

This is carrying biographical criticism to an extreme 
which nowadays one rarely encounters. If lbe imputation 
Of neurosis could kill a writer, we would have no further 
need to trouble ourselves with Swift, Dostoevski, Baude¬ 
laire, Kafka, Proust or Balzac. In any case, in dealing with 
Such, Suck Wtrc the Joys we have to observe once again 
the necessary caution in approaching a work which Or¬ 
well presents to us as autobiographical. For this is obvi¬ 
ously an elaborately planned essay. Episodes tire carefully 
constructed arid highlighted for emphasis; incidents 
which took place over a number of years are brought to¬ 
gether in obviously artificial arrangements Lo emphasize 
what seemed to Orwell in Lhe late 1940's the significant 
aspects of this period in his life.; and all is summarized in 
the usual passages of didactic reflection. The child experi- 
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ences, but it is die mind of a man thirty years later which 
plays over the experiences, selects them and makes diem 
give their message, 

A great deal of what Or well says is obviously imposed 
by hindsight. It is improbable, for example, that as a child 
he envisaged Lite school divided into three castes, with 
himself as a member of the lowest; he only began to sche¬ 
matize in this way dating the lust years of his life in 
Burma, And even when he presents his own thoughon 
the subject of guilt at the age of eight, these appear not 
only exceptionally mature for a child of such an age, but 
also suspiciously near to Lhct speculations about the awak¬ 
ening of feelings of guilt which he was pursuing si the 
time in connection with Nineteen Eighty-Four, and which 
were much influenced by Kocstlcr's Darkness at Noon, 

He tells us, lor example, that on the occasion of his first 
beating for bed-we (ting at Crossgates (he was- then eight), 
he cried because of a 

grief which Is peculiar to childhood and not easy to convey: a 
sense of desolate loneliness and helplessness, of being locked 
up not mily in a hostile world but in a world of good and evil 
where the rules were such that it was actually not possible for 
me to keep them , , - Sin was not necessarily something that 
you did: it might be some thing that happened to you. 

And later he remarks that all through his boyhood he felt 
that he was 

no good - >. . because I lived among law’s which were abso¬ 
lute, Idle the law’s of gravity, but winch it was nor possible for 
me to keep. 

Far from such thoughts being “peculiar to childhood,” 
they had been the stock in trade of sophisticated Conti¬ 
nental writers for many year’s before Orwell wrote Such* 
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•Sucfe Were ififi Joys, and I suggest that they arc more im¬ 
portant for what they tell us a hoot On veil's preoccupa¬ 
tions with sin during Lhe later 1940's than for anything 
they may reveal about an early “hidden wound/' The 
same, I think, applies to the accounts of headmaster Sim’s 
methods of impressing fragments of knowledge on his pu¬ 
pils' minds by frequent applications of physical punish¬ 
ment- such methods of course, resemble the elaborate 
forms of mental conditioning by torture which are used 
at the Ministry of Love in Nineteen Eighty-Four. But I 
think that here again Orwell recollected them and gave 
them prominence in Such, Stick Were the Joys precisely 
because in writing Nineteen Eighty-Four he was con¬ 
cerned with the techniques of teaching by painful experi¬ 
ence, and if was natural that he should think hack, as all 
of us do, to Incidents within firs own experience. The fact 
that we can find other parallels between Winston Smith’s 
experiences and those of Orwell's childhood does not 
mean that the incidents in Nineteen Eighty-Four are, as 
Anthony West suggests,, ft "oF an infantile characLer'k if 
merely shows that just as Orwell earlier saw the resem¬ 
blance between the condition of animals and that of op¬ 
pressed people, so now lie saw the resemblance between 
the child facing the arbitrary rules of an adult world and 
the bewildered individual locked in (he equally arbitrary 
system of a totalitarian society. 


xui 

N ineteen FAghiy-four is a book that marks the end of a 
road; in that direction Orwell could have gone no 
farther, for it not merely culminates but also epitomizes 
all his earlier novels. 
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In Nineteen Eighty-Four tine disciplined elite, whliih in 
Rimticee D ays Orwell first showed as a scruffy Group of 
British colonial officials and traders, reaches its filial terri¬ 
fying form, slr the ruling Inner Party of Oceania, whose 
ideologues have stripped away all the moral justifications 
which the old imperialists and the totalitarians of the 
early twentieth century still maintained, all those at ones 
lofty and despicable arguments that newer must hi soma 
way he exercized so that a higher good may ensue. The 
Party now rules to enjoy power — and power alone. But 
power can only be enjoyed if it is expressed in cruelty and 
triumph. Says GTh-iem the Thought Police official: 

Always, at every moment, there will be the thrift of victory., 
the sensation of trampling on mn enemy who is helpless , , „ 
The heretic, the enemy of society, will always he there, so that 
he can he defeated and humiliated ewer a sain T r . Ii will he 
a world of terror ay much as a world of triumph. The IcOre 
the Party is powerful, the less It will be tolerant; the weaker 
the opposition., the tighter the despotism. Goldstein and his 
heresies will live forever. Every day. at every moment, they 
will he defeated, discredited, ridiculed, spat upon —■ and yet 
they will always survive. This drama that 1 have played out 
with yon during seven years will be played out over and over 
again, generation after generation, always in subtler forms. 
Always we shall have the heretic here at out mercy, scream¬ 
ing with pain., broken up, contemptible—and in the end 
utterly penitent, saved, from himself, crawling to our feet of 
his own accord. That is the world that we are preparing, Win¬ 
ston. A world of victory after vie ton 7 ., triumph after triumph: 
an endless pressing, pressing, preying upon the nerve of vie- 
tory. 

Tills penitential state, which needs its sinners because 
It needs its sacrifices, is the filial development of the Or¬ 
wellian caste world. As in Such, Such Were the Jotrs. and 
as in Orwell's earlier pictures of the class society- in Eng- 
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land;, the system is three-leveled, with the Inner Party at 
the apex of the pyramid, the Outer Party in the middle, 
fulfilling the same role as Orwell's own stratum in the 
English middle class, and the great mass of the proLes* 85 
per cent of the population, at the bottom. At last, the gulf 
ihaL divides society had become complete and final. Any 
.meaningful contact between Party member and prole has 
become impossible; they arc members not merely of two 
different nations,., hut of two different races, for the Party 
is self-perpetuating even in a biological sense. The isola¬ 
tion of the elite is at last complete, because it is political 
rather than social, ideological rather than traditional. To 
destroy even the possibility of an urge to change this rig¬ 
idly pyramid!cal society, the Party is rewriting history so 
Lhat the past shall be dead forever, and desiccating the 
language so that the very words which might describe 
Such concepts as freedom, or justice,, or decency will no 
longer exist. 

IF the structure of class which 'Nineteen Eighty-Four 
portrays is the ultimate development of the societies por¬ 
trayed with acute casteconsciousness in Orwell's earlier 
books, the main character,. Winston Smith, is a rebel in 
whose fate the experiences of the. rebels in all die preced¬ 
ing novels are recapitulated. Like them all,, he has dial 
questioning turn of mind which his enemies regard as a 
flaw in character, and which makes film a dissident, at 
first, only in drought, but later in action. Like Dorothy 
H arc, he loses faith; like Flory, he is attracted towards 
what tire Party regards as primitive; like Gordon Corn- 
stock, he rebels against a world of slogans; like George 
Bowling, he believes that the past is better than the pres¬ 
ent; and like the H ‘T of the autobiographical books Ire seeks 
in the alien culture of the lower depths a salvation which 
he cannot possibly find. Like all of them, he follows the 
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ignis fatnns of a lost cause,, is defeated and captured by 
his past, and endures the ultimate punish jneiif of losing 
his hi most vision. 

Of all these past, anti-heroes, it is Gordon Comstock who 
comes most alive again in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Like 
Gordon, Winston is a small, sickly man engaged in the 
profession of manipulating words and ideas, in the serv¬ 
ice of a political fraud far more colossal than anything 
the advertising industry of the igges bad ever dreamed 
of. Like Gordon, also, lie rebels, though it is not against 
the money god, who hits vanished in an age dominated hy 
stark power, but against JBig Brother, the Party personi¬ 
fied. Like Gordon, he seeks salvation in the lower depths 
by trying to mingle with the proles, and like him he comes 
into fatal contact with a girl who stares at him in office 
passages, as Rosemary stared at Gordon. He finally meets 
the girl — Julia — in a country setting which remarkably 
resembles the copse in which Gordon tried unsuccessfully 
to make love to Rosemary, and it is Julia who leads him, 
also by means of sex, into the course of folly which plays 
into the bands of the Thought Police, and so, unwittingly, 
she is the agent of the power god just ns Rosemary was the 
agent of the money god in drawing Gordon Comstock 
back into the ways of conformity. 

There are also perceptible echoes of other earlier books. 
Katherine, Gordon's first wife, for example, resembles 
Elizabeth Lackersteen in Burmese Days in her frigid and 
fanatical conformity to the mores of the elite. And the 
feeling of being pursued and eventually doomed which 
makes Winston mi ore than once declare, “We are the 
dead,” is already foreshadowed hy the anxieties concern¬ 
ing the world after the war experienced by George "Bowl¬ 
ing, who at one almost apocalyptic moment* when he is 
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setting off on his ill-fated journey to Lower Biniield, has a 
vision of being hunted by the great army of conformity. 

They were all on my track. ... I conk! a]most hear them; 
shouting: 

"There’s a chap who thinks lie’s going to escape] There’s 
a chap who says he won't 1 >e streamlined i He's going hack to 
Lower Binfielcl! After him! Slop him!" 

It's queer. The impression was so strong that I actually 
took a peep through the little window at the back of the car 
to make sure I wasn't being followed. Guilty conscience, I sup¬ 
pose. 

T emphasize these resemblances to demonstrate that 
Nineteen Eighty-Four is not, as some critics have sug¬ 
gested, a monumental nightmare explicable by the activi¬ 
ties of tuberculosis bacilli during the last four years of 
Orwell's life, ft is the culmination of twenty years of writ¬ 
ing, and an authentic product, not of the tortured body 
registered at various sanatoria under the name of Erie 
Blair, but of the imaginative being who bore the name of 
George Orwell. Orwell himself said, writing of Dickens in 
1939, that “a writer's literary personality has little or noth¬ 
ing to do with his private character.” Perhaps we must 
qualify this so far as to say that the literary personality 
and Lbe private character may share the same experi¬ 
ences, but often they make of them very different, things. 

What does distinguish Nineteen Eighty-Four from the 
earlier novels, though not from -Mtimid Farm, is the. impo¬ 
sition of a political framework which is merely fore shed- 
owed in Coming Up For .Air. Indeed, one of the most 
disconcerLing aspects of Nineteen Eighty-Foiir — an as¬ 
pect which helps to impress the novel all die more vividly 
on one's imagination — is that the physical landscape 
outside the great palaces of tyranny like the Ministry of 
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Love and the Ministry of Truth has changed so little from 
that of Keep the Aspidistra Flying and Gammy Up For 
Air , except for leaving been made somewhat shabbier and 
more ramshackle titan ever by a rather aimless continu¬ 
ation of the bombings of the ic^o’s. As in a novel by 
Graham Greene, but on a more frightful scale., monstros¬ 
ity flourishes among seedy ordinariness. 

The imposition of a political pattern on Nmeicen 
Eighty-Four involved not only the transformation of the 
social class structure of Orwell's previous novels into a po¬ 
litical caste structure* bur. also the construction of a nega¬ 
tively ideal political state. For Nineteen Eighty-Four is 
unique among Orwell’s books in being a Utopia — a Uto¬ 
pia in negative. And here die basic experience lies not hi 
Orwell's pathological condition., however much tins may 
have darkened tones 5 but in Ms adventures in Spain and 
in die study of totalitarian polities into which this led him* 
One of the most important documents in establishing 
the antecedents of Nineteen Eighiy-Eour, and particularly 
in showing the kind of reading winch Orwell wag doing 
while the novel was taking shape jn his mind, is the essay 
"Second Thoughts on Janies Burnham” which appeared in 
Humphrey Slaters magazine Polemic in 1346. 

in this essay Orwell relates BurnMrnfs The Managerial 
Revolution to his later book The Machiavellums. While 
Orwell has some shrewd and sear citing criticism to make 
of Burnham's general point of view (which J shall return 
to in attempting to determine Orwell's own attitude), he 
docs present in Nineteen Eighty-Four the picture of a soci¬ 
ety which, in form if not in inner character, closely re¬ 
sembles that prophesied, in an approving tone winch Or¬ 
well found distasteful, by Burnham in The Managerial 
Revolution. It is a society in which a self-perpetuating 
elite has taken the place of the older forms of political mid 
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social domination and rules over a great slave class, and 
in which the world is divided into three great states per¬ 
petually in conflict over the marginal areas of the earth,, 
but never strong enough to conquer each other com¬ 
pletely. 

On veil draws not merely on Burnham, but. on a whole 
tradition of literature putting forward, usually from a 
different point of view, a vision similar to Burnham's, 

Many early writers have foreseen ihe emergent* of a new 
kind of society, neither capitalist nor Socialist, and probably 
bused upon slavery: the ugh .most of them have differed from 
Burnham in not assuming this development to be inemtxihle, 
A good example is Hilaire Behoc's book The Sen-ilt Slate f 
published hi 1.911. Tine- Semite State is written in a tiresome 
style, and the remedy it. suggests (a return 10 small-scale 
peasant ownership) Is for many reasons impossible: still, it 
does foretell with remarkable insight the kind of things that 
have been happening from 1930 onwards , . , Jack London 
in Tin? Iron Heel (1909) foretold some of the essentia] fea¬ 
tures of fascism, and such books as Wells’s The Sleeper 
Awakes (1000), Zamyatin’s We (19^3), and (Melons Huxley's 
Brave Neiu World (1930) all described imaginary worlds in 
which the special problems of capitalism had been solved 
without, bringing liberty, equality or tine happiness, any 
nearer. 

Nineteen Eighty-Four shared in the basic, preoccupa¬ 
tion & of all these works, but undoubtedly the book that in¬ 
fluenced Orwell most was Zamyatin’s We, from which 
Huxley had already borrowed copiously in writing Brave 
New- World, As I have said in rny reminiscent introduc¬ 
tion, it 'was after Orwell had obtained a copy of We y of 
which he already knew by hearsay and which he immedi¬ 
ately discussed in the jPribtme, that he started work 011 
N ,incleett Ki$ h tif-F our. 

In We, which appeared first in New York in an English 
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translation, because publication in Russia was forbidden, 
Zamyatin envisaged an age, almost a millennium ahead, 
in which fhe majority of men arc subjects of a United 
Stale which consists of a number of cities scattered over 
the earth and isolated by Green Walls and barriers of elec¬ 
trical charges from the rural spaces around and between 
them. This isolation from a natural environment, is delib¬ 
erate. since the rulers of ihc United State aim La turn man 
into a machine, to replace the organic by the Inorganic, to 
provide a. synthetic happiness by eliminating every tiling 
that cart arouse natural passions or personal inclinations. 
Theoretically, man and woman have ceased to be persons, 
and, losing their names, they have become “numbers 5 ’ or 
“uriiSr 

All file “numbers” wear similar clothes, and each car¬ 
ries on the metal plate that identifies him a watch to sym¬ 
bolize the rigid time schedule to which daily life is subor¬ 
dinated; significantly, the most distinguished literary 
work that has been preserved from the past Is the railway 
timetable. In the United State all the apartments are 
built with W&lls of glass, so that the actions of the "num¬ 
bers” are public, and really solitary activity is almost im¬ 
possible. Only at times of sexual intercourse can the cur¬ 
tains be lowered for brief periods; such intercourse is 
strictly regulated by a Sexual bureau, which issues tickets 
entitling the holders La the use of whatever persons they 
may choose, since, as a further denial of individuality, all 
■“numbers” are held to be available to each other. Physical 
norms are established for childbearing., and a womao who 
does not qualify and becomes pregnant is executed; chil¬ 
dren are cared for by the stale and the family is remem¬ 
bered only as an incomprehensible folly of the distant 
past. Mechanization enters into every aspect of life; the 
“numbers” arc nourished by synthetic petroleum foods, 
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and even culture Is dehumanized, musk: being composed 
by machines and university classes taught by robot pro¬ 
fessors. 

This soulless society is ruled by a dictator colled the 
Benefactor, who ire government is periodically endorsed by 
elections held on the Day of Uniformity. He is supported 
by a political police, the Guardians, who hover above the 
city in planes equipped with observation tubes and whose 
task is facilitated by sensitive membranes which stretch 
across the streets arid pick up conversations. Scientific tor¬ 
tures are used to extract confessions, and criminals are 
liquidated literally, by means of an electrical machine 
which reduces them to puddles; of colorless water. Inform¬ 
ing; even on one's relatives and friends, is considered a 
sacred duty. All these means are used to nurture "the in¬ 
stinct of nonfreedom,* for, according to the prevailing 
philosophy of the United State, “the only means to de¬ 
liver man from crime is to deliver him from freedom,” 
Furthermore, loss of freedom Is the only way to happi¬ 
ness. 

In such a society it is logical that the past should be 
despised and, as far as possible, eliminated.; Making ex¬ 
plicit what is implied in almost all Utopian visions — 
even die positive ones ■— the rulers of the United Slate try 
to erect a perfectly “crystalline" and immutable order. As 
0,503, tire narrator, remarks, ‘The ideal is lo be found 
where nothing Happens" Yet the impulses of rebellion re¬ 
main; even though every manifestation of nature has been 
eliminated within die Green Walls, the winds still blow 
clouds overhead, still bring pollen and gossamer to stir the 
atavistic feelings of the '"numbers.” ""Even in our day," says 
D.5Q3, "one hears from time to time, coming from the bot¬ 
tom, the primitive depths, the echo of the apes/ 

0,503, who tells his story in a diary kept at great risk of 
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discovery by the Guardians, is one of those who listen to 
these uncomfortable echoes; he is perpetually reminded 
of them by the physical peculiarity of his hairy' hands. 


It is very strange [he interjects in a piece of orthodox 
preaching for the United State], while I was writing today 
of the loftiest summit of human history, all the while I 
breathed the purest mountain air of Lhought, but within me 
it was and remains cloudy, cobwebby, and there is a kind 
of crossidle, four-pawed X. Or perhaps it is thy paws, my 
hairy paws. I don't like to talk about them, J dislike them. 
They are a trace of a primitive epoch. 


It is this lingering resistance to regimentation, shown 
also in his tendency towards passionate love, that leads 
D.503 into the sin of overt rebellion. Through a woman 
who insists on reliving the evil past in secret, who com¬ 
mits such cardinal sins as smoking, wearing skirts and 
drinking alcohol, he meets a group of conspirators who 
have established contact with the naked and hairy surviv¬ 
ors of free humanity lurking in the forests beyond the 
Green Wall, The conspirators meet in an old house, from 
the centuries before the United State, whidh has been pre¬ 
served as a museum; this is appropriate, since in Utopia 
revolution reverses its process and turns into a. movement 
towards the freedom of the past. 

The Green Wall is blown up, arid for a time it seems as 
though the unregenerate instincts of the '‘numbers" will 
reassert themselves. But as We comes to &n end the 
Guardians are winning, the leading rebels are tortured 
and killed, and those who escape death, including 0,503, 
arc subjected to a new operation which removes from 
them die unpredictable faculty of fancy and turns them, 
into automata in human form > devoid of the last vestiges, 
of individuality. 
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Wc is indebted in many ways to the Utopias and the 
somewhat rarer anti-Utopias of the past. One catches 
echoes or Plato and More, of Csbci arid Campanella, of 
the Wellsian idea that science misused may atrophy man¬ 
kind and of Dostoevski's idea that radical movements end 
paradoxically in slave societies. Yet We gains originality 
from the fact that Zamvatin was the earliest novelist to 
place all these fragmentary anticipations into the cohe¬ 
rent context of actuality, the context of the very tenden¬ 
cies towards industrial regimentation, towards the closer 
regulation of daily living, which he saw emerging in the 
world ol 1 the 1920's, Thus Wc is the first novel ol" literary 
importance to present a relatively complete vision of the 
negative results of the realization of Utopia. 

Between We and Nineteen Eighty-Four the resem¬ 
blances arc so dose in both detail and structure as to leave 
little doubt of Z am vatin's direct influence 011 Orwell, who 

j J 

ad mined U freely. Both authors see Utopia as a possible 
— even a probable — outcome of twentieth-century tech¬ 
nological and political developments. Both assume that if 
this Utopian future ever arrives, it will involve die de¬ 
struction of the very Idea of freedom, the falsification or 
destruction of history and the sense of the pasl, and the 
reduction of culture to a rudimentary and mechanical 
function. Both envisage the economic structure of Utopia 
as collectivist and its political structure as a pyramid con¬ 
trolled by an exclusive elite with the help of an efficient 
police system. Both foresee radical interference in sexual 
life., and some form of conditioning to make the individ¬ 
ual docile and obedient: such conditioning involves the 
destruction of privacy, the denial of a natural or sponta¬ 
neous teaV of living, the systematic destruction of passion¬ 
ate relationships and of any association that might exist 
outside the state. In both states literature and music arc 


Si 14 THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT 

produced by machine, life is run on strict time schedules, 
men in helicopters look into windows, in Orwell's Oceania 
the telescreens in all the rooms enable the citizens to he 
observed as closely as the lumbers 7 ' are observed through 
the glass walls of Zamyatins buildings, and the place of 
the Guardians is taken by the ubiquitous Thought Police, 
who also operate by scientific methods of torture. Just as 
^faney* is the great crime in the United State, so “thougbt- 
crinae-'is the unforgivable felony in Oceania. 

Even when we go beyond the societies which Zamyatin 
find Orwell portray, there are close similarities between 
the plots of tiicir novels. In each case the hero has, by 
some accidental circumstance, become conscious of his 
di Terence from the general depersonalized herd. D.503 
has his hairy hands to remind him of the animal past, and 
Winston Smith stumbles accidentally on a piece of evi¬ 
dence which makes him aware of the deliberate and sys¬ 
tem adzed falsification of truth in the state of Oceania. For 
each hero, rebellion is accompanied by a desire for posses¬ 
sive and passionate sexual relations and by a longing to 
reconstruct the past, symbolized in We by the old house 
where the conspirators meet and in Nineteen EighUj-rour 
by the antique shop in whose upper room Winston and 
Julia enact their furtive persona] rebellion. Finally, each 
novcl ends in defeat for the rebel, and in his punishment 
according to the spirit of the society in which he is 
trapped. D.503 is rendered surgically incapable of any 
further independent thought; Winston is tortured in the 
gleaming white cells of the Ministry of Love, betrays 
everything that is precious to him, and emerges a spiritual 
vestige of a man who waits fox death in the cause of the 
stale that has crushed him. Utopia carries on unshaken; 
there is no hint of its impending collapse as either book 
draws to an end. 
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Yet in addition to these many points of resemblance, 
there are some important differences between We and 
Nineteen Eigktg-Foitr, Zamyatin Lended to be preoccupied 
with the mechanic a] problems which interested him as an 
engineer, and the statistic^-mathematical outlook shapes 
both the attitude of his Guardians, and the character of the 
society they construct, a crystalline, higher-mathematical 
order where men become merely figures in gigantic equa¬ 
tions. Orwell, on the other hand, did not have a scientific 
mind, and the abstractions of mathematics made little ap¬ 
peal to him; hence his antl-Utopia is dominated less by 
technology than by predominantly cultural and psycho¬ 
logical means of tyranny. 

Again, there Is a sharp difference between Zamyatin's 
calendar of the future and Orwell's. Zamyatin saw his 
United State a thousand years ahead. Aldous Huxley's 
‘"brave new world,” conceived approximately a decade 
after We was completed, lay only six hundred years in the 
Future. Orwell, writing less than thirty years after Zamya¬ 
tin, shifted his sights even more abruptly; finishing Nine¬ 
teen Eighty-Four in 1948, he represented the final sub¬ 
mersion of the human personality in the totalitarian 
nightmare as only thirty-six year's ahead, and the scene as 
the familiar, shabby London of the Immediate postwar 
years, in which only the vast pyramidal strongholds of the 
new governmental agencies tower up in menacing inde¬ 
structibility, 

It is this abrupt temporal foreshortening that gives 
much of its dramatic effectiveness to Nineteen Eighty- 
Four. But what distinguishes it even more strikingly from 
previous Utopias and even anti-Utopias is that the pre¬ 
tense of providing happiness as a compensation for the 
loss of freedom is not maintained. Even the synthetic 
pleasures and comforts promised by Zamyatin and Hux- 


a 16 this crystal s pulit 

Icy no longer exist; life Is shabby and austere; science is 
diver led to producing refined instruments of torture; in¬ 
dustry feeds a perpetual war that engenders the hatred on 
which power rests. 

The horror of the vision is not merely In its extremity, 
but also in its immediacy; For the feet that will stamp this 
vision on human faces, and the faces on which it will be 
stamped, belong, not to men bred — as in Brave New 
World —- cut of bottles or to men lohoLomized out of con¬ 
sciousness like Zamyatin s "numbers,” but to physiologi¬ 
cally unchanged human beings whose minds have be¬ 
come so dominated by mere cultural conditioning that 
they accept this travesty of existence without question; in 
a world wh-erc language itself has become so changed that 
the idea of freedom can no longer be expressed, they nei¬ 
ther know nor imagine anything different. The elements 
of this horrific new world Orwell saw already existing in 
the world around him, Hla essays for the four or five years 
before he began writing Nineteen Eighty-Four were filled 
with discussions of the perversion of history and of lan¬ 
guage as part of a progressive deterioration of political 
morality throughout the world. 

It is the peculiar immediacy of Orwell’s vision, and its 
apparently complete negativeness, that lie at the base of 
much of the hostility it has aroused among criiics who 
regard it as a land of travesty on human nature, a state¬ 
ment of pessimism carried to perversity. Such critics tend 
tqregard Nineteen Eighty-Four as prophetic in intent and 
realistic in approach, and they assume that its conclusion 
is not only unambiguously pessimistic, hut also represents 
the actual opinions of the author. All these assumptions, I 
suggest, are incorrect; between: them they have resulted in 
an interpretation of Nineteen EUjh.ty-Fcyur as crude and 
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misleading in its own way as the widespread opinion that 
the hoot is intended merely as a tract against commu¬ 
nism. 

The fim point to remember is that though the primary 
Impulse for Nineteen Eighty-Four may have been the ex¬ 
perience of politics in action, the urges that carried it for¬ 
ward were literary, and these we can only determine 
clearly when we determine Or wells approach as a writer. 
Ill at approach should by now have become obvious, He 
was a writer within the moralist tradition, and Ji'ke all 
moralists—-like Gide and Camus and Swift — he tended 
to write fables or parables rather than novels. Tn other 
words, he was not a realist in the ordinary sense, the sense 
of Dreiser or even Flaubert, even though his techniques at 
times appear realistic. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, as in his 
earlier novels, the natural lone of the writing and the 
veil similitude of detail may at first mislead one, but Orwell 
has placed enough signs to put the observant reader very 
quickly back on the trail. One soon notices., for example, 
the part played by dreams, Winston is constantly dream¬ 
ing uncanny dreams which arc echoed in events. He has a 
recurrent dream of a “golden country”;; the spot where he 
and JuHa first become lovers reproduces it down to the last 
detail of the big fish (descendants of those in Coming 
Up For Air) that swim in the stream across the fields; 
He dreams of the voice which says; “We shall meet in die 
place where there is no darkness 11 ; he realizes later that 
the voice was that of O’Brien, and not only discovers that 
O’Brien inexplicably recognizes the phrase, but also finds 
himself eventually in "the place where- there is no dark¬ 
ness” — the Ministry of Love, where the lights bum day 
and night in the white cells. The recurrent use of nursery 
rhymes helps to enhance the dreamlike quality of Win- 
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a ton's adventure, an adventure as fragile and vulnerable 
as the tiny bit of coral magnified within the glass paper¬ 
weight which he treasures as a fragment or the past. 

But Winston is a dreamer within a nightmare, for the 
quality of the world of Nineteen Eighty-Four is precisely 
that, from the looking-glass absurdity of its slogans — 
War Is Peace,. Freedom Is Slavery, Ignorance Is Strength 
— to die horrors out of recurrent dreams which are per¬ 
petrated in Room ioi r The most terrifying nightmares are 
exactly of this nature, combining great verisimilitude 
with some .monstrous dislocation of die world we know, 
and leaving us trapped and condemned in a setting that is 
at once completely familiar arid abysmally strange, 

Orwell, then, has constructed a nightmare which de¬ 
stroys a fire am, and his intent in doing so, as Herbert 
Read has recognized, is satirical. Nine teen Eighty-Four is, 
first of all, a satire on the world of 194S, with its built-in 
Utopian tendencies, arid as such it is often extreme to the 
point of caricature; the Ministry of Truth Is on this level a 
caricature representation of Lhc great propaganda agen¬ 
cies of the Second World War; Goldstein's account of Oce¬ 
ania a caricature of Marxist historiography; New speak a 
caricature of Basic English:, and the beetlelike Party mem¬ 
bers caricatures of tine Socialists whom Orwell had al¬ 
ready flayed in The Road to Wigan Pi&r, But the great 
difficulty Orwell faced in writing Nineteen Eighty-Four 
lay in the fact that his in tendons were not purely satirical; 
he also wanted to issue a warning about a danger in the 
future, and it is hard to be satirical about the future. One 
is tempted to be either optimistic or pessimistic; the first 
carries the danger of romanticism and the second that of 
melodrama, and it Is the false light of melodrama that 
somewhat distorts the final chapters of Nineteen Eighty- 
Four, Yet even the quality of Grand Guignol that hangs 
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over the doings in Hoorn 101 cannot diminish the revela¬ 
tion Orwell makes at this point. He himself once said of 
Swift that he possessed "a terrible intensity of vision, 
capable of picking ou t a single hidden truth and then 
magnifying and distorting it.” Orwell has picked on the 
hidden truth which Bakunin once know and which die 
Marxists have obscured — that the love of power is 
stronger and move perverting than any material or eco¬ 
nomic motive. He has magnified and distorted the insight 
into a vision more frightening than anything in Swift. 

Bul the acquisition of power is also a deprivation, since 
it cuts a man Off from normal human joys and isolates 
him from his follows. And so Nineteen Eighty-Four. when 
we have acknowledged and hence exorcised its melodra¬ 
ma Lie comen l, takes on a. further satirical dimension. For 
O'Brien., telling the gospel of power, is not speaking 
merely for some hypothetical future Utopia. He is putting 
in an extreme and monstrous form die pretensions ol all 
men or power; he Is stating the lo.gie.a_l consequences of 
the theory of elites which writers like Burnham and his 
Machiavellians hays posed. In other words, hie is a carica¬ 
ture, a anonstrosity. Wo begin to see, as Winston does in¬ 
termittently during his conditioning by torture, that 
O’Brien and tbs order he represents arc insane, and our 
recognition of this fact lasts longer than Winston’s. O’Bri¬ 
en’s boast of an eternity of power reminds one of JTUler’s 
boasts of the millennial Reich, which to victims In the 
concentration camps probably seemed at times tragically 
real. But only three years before Orwell wrote Nineteen 
Eighty-Four the millennial Reich had fallen away into 
ashes. 

Furthermore, Orwell’s own extrafiction a! statements by 
no means suggest that he consistently believed, with 
O’Brien, riiaL the rule of a power elite could In fact he per- 
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manem, The moments of Unadulterated pessimism, such 
as he showed in "Inside- the Whale, 1 ” ate rare. By 1941 he 
was asserting that "when it comes to the pinch, human 
beings are heroic,” and despite the fact that he used 
Bumliamis vision of the future as a suitable fictional 
frame, he denied it in 1946 as a literal portrait of the 
future. 

The huge, invincible, everlasting slave empire Of which 
Burnham appears to dream v/iil. not be established., 01, if 
established, will not endure, because slavery is no longer a 
Stable basis of human society. 

Admittedly Orwell tended to be more self-contradictory 
on tills question than on most others. Three years before, 
for example, in “Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War” 
he actually referred to a feeling that "a regime founded on 
slavery must collapse* as being "mystical," by which he 
presumably meant "unreasoning," Yet in the same essay 
he made an equally "'mystical" statement of faith in hu¬ 
manity : 


No bomb that ever burst 
Shatters the crystal spirit. 

I am convinced that this represented the true direction 
of Orwell’s hopes, though ho realized how far such hopes 
were imperiled., and foresaw that for long periods the 
things wo have learned to value in the centuries of West¬ 
ern civilization may be .submerged;. 

1 suggest therefore that in the general scheme of Or¬ 
well's novels, Nineteen Eighty-Four, though it presents 
class in its ugliest political form and the fate of the rebel 
against the elite in its most tragic form, nevertheless poses 
a final question which is almost an assertion on the self- 
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destructive nature of caste systems. For the Party elite 
consists of men who are dead within, who have sacrificed 
every human quality for the sake of power; they have de¬ 
stroyed themselves by divorcing their view of life from 
truth, from reality, from any natural impulse. The Party 
lives within its own doomed circle of fantasy from which 
even the rebel cannot escape. Winston and Ids Julia, meet¬ 
ing each other again at the end of the book like two ghosts, 
drained of mind, drained of character, drained of life, 
represent their world, whose mixture of ferocity and sub¬ 
mission is a sign of its decadence. Life continues in the 
underground other world of the proles, ignored, despised, 
but real and indestructible. It continues also in the song of 
the thrush which Wjnston and Julia bear on the edge of 
the wood bugged with microphones, and In the great fish 
which still swim In the stream across the "golden coun¬ 
try" 

fn Nineteen Eighty-Four Orwell has shown the ultimate 
conclusion of his vision of the evils of a class-divided soci¬ 
ety. Clearly he could see little future for his own caste, 
even in its changed form as die Party. But we should not 
leap too easily to the Conclusion that he could see no fu¬ 
ture for himself. Nineteen Eighty-Four was., after all, a 
work of fiction, a satirical dream, and Winston Smith was 
no more and no less George Orwell than any of Ms prede¬ 
cessors. 


Ill 

The Revolutionary Pab'iot 

CoTiservatism and Rebellion 
in Orwell's World View 




I N HIS novels and bis autobiographical writings Orwell 
seems often to be posing his Qwli version of the bind 
of dialogue between die hero arid the absurd which from 
the Thirties to the Fifties dominated the literature of 
Western Europe. But his relationship with other writers 
who seem to fall In to the same category is one of affinity 
rather than influence. Before the Spanish Civil War, when 
the dialogue was already in progress in his writings, he 
appears to have taken relatively little interest in contem¬ 
porary writing in other languages. It was only after this 
experience that he began to recognise his own resem¬ 
blance — a resemblance which few other English writers 
shared — to such writers as Ignazio Silone and Andre 
Malraux, Victor Serge and Arthur Koe slier, He had de¬ 
clared himself a political writer, and these were men who 
had carried the art of political writing to a high point of 
intensity and clear-sightedness, largely because their his¬ 
tory had been different from that of the English; they had 
been nurmred from youth In an atmosphere of brooding 
violence, and they had known the totalitarian world from 
inside its walls, had broken the law, fought in the streets, 
endured prison or concentration camp, and fled across 
frontiers. They were men who had, as Orwell said admir¬ 
ingly of Arthur Koestler* a special “life style/’ so that 
things did not happen to them by chance; their writing 
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was shaped by the experience their life style brought to 
them, 

Orwell's sympathy for such men was bred of likeness. 
From the beginning lie had avoided the kind of life lived 
by ordinary Englishmen. Even his decision to go to Burma 
had meant a earning away from the university career 
which his ability made appropriate for him, and from his 
return to England he took the shaping of his life even 
more deliberately In hand. By the time of the Spanish 
Civil War he was detached enough from Iris class and his 
fellow intellectuals to be able to enter into the situation on 
the Aragon front with the same kind of sensitivity as a 
Continental revolutionary. As a result, lie developed a po¬ 
litic id awareness which enabled him, in Homage to Cat a- 
Ionia? to argue with an insight even shrewder than that 
which Koestlcr showed in Spanish Testament Neverthe¬ 
less, as late as 1344 he still believed that the experience of 
Continental waiters made them capable of presenting the 
totalitarian world with an authenticity no English writer 
could rival„ "“To understand such tilings 011c has to be able 
to- imagine oneself as the victim, and for an Englishman 
to write Darkness at Noon would be as unlikely an aeci- 
dent as for a slave-trader to write Unde Tam's Cabin” In 
fact, the unlikely accident did happen, Ey a great feat of 
empathy, Orwell the Englishman imagined himself the 
victim of totalitarianism to such effect dial. Nineteen 
Eighty-Four now stands beside Darkness at Noon and 
Fontamara among the classic works of die age of concen¬ 
tration camps. 

Orwell did not merely emulate the literary achieve¬ 
ments of those Continental wtIlcts whom lie admired. He 
also resembled them in recognising the importance of a 
“life style/’ both for himself and for his heroes. Despite 
the special form which his novels took because of his pc- 
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culiarly English preoccupation with class (a preoceupo¬ 
tion shared to the same degree only by the Indians), one 
finds in them, as in the works of a whole group of Conti¬ 
nental writers from Malraux and Si lone to Camus, die 
central concern with the dialogue between the individual 
and his absurd or arbitrary environment. All his heroes 
are failures; indeed, he once said that every life, seen from 
the inside, was a failure. In just the same way the hero of 
every novel by Malraux and Camus and Slloue is a failure, 
because the human condition condemns all men in the 
long run to defeat, if it is only the ultimate defeat of 
death; This does not really matter. The important thing is 
to have understood the truth about one’s situation, and to 
have uttered the cry of rebellion that confirms one’s hu¬ 
manity This is what real heroism consists of. It does not 
consist of being perfect or good or pleasant or well -washed 
or even lacking in cowardice. None of' Orwell's heroes is 
admirable in the ordinary sense of the word, and certainly 
none of them would have been as pleasant Lo know as Or- 
iyoll himself. But, like him, each of them has a life style 
which turns him into a rebel in the name of some kind of 
truth. Tile important thing about Winston Smith is not 
that he should have been defeated, but that he should ever 
have begun his private war against a regime that symbol¬ 
ized and contained all the antihuman and antivitalist 
forces which social man rears up to the detriment of indi¬ 
vidual man. 

Temperamentally, Orwell was very different from most 
of the Continental writers he admired. He did not have 
that cold consistency, capable of instant inversion, which 
enabled Koesder, die complete Communist, to evolve wiLh 
such extraordinary rapidity into the complete anti¬ 
communist. The grand romantic arrogance of Malraux, 
the bookish aridity that underlies the dramatic gestures of 
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Sartre — these I imagine he would have found repellent. 
On thf other hand, he had a great deal in common with 
Silone, who tried to relate socialism to Lhe traditions of the 
Italian countryside and who was not afraid to talk of the 
virtues that might have been lost in the process of a cen¬ 
tury of revolutionary politics. There are many passages of 
Silone’s works, and particularly pi' Fontamara and Bread 
and Wift&j which Orwell must have read with intense 
sympathy, for here was another man who believed in 
brotherhood, decency and justice as the foundations of so¬ 
cialism and who realized that in an age when the belief in 
immortality had vanished, much else that was important 
in religion—-its whole ethical side — had begun to 
crumble away at the same time. It was these basic Chris¬ 
tian qualities that Silonc sought to preserve, Ts a true and 
lasting revolution possible without them?” he asked, Or¬ 
well would have answered, like Silone, in the negative. He 
would also have found an echo of his own thoughts on ihc 
decay of language in the discourse which Pietro Spina 
makes, disguised as the priest Paolo Spada, to the young 
people at the Villa della Stagione in Bread and Wins, 

In no century have words been so perverted from their 
najilral purpose of putting man in touch with man as they 
are today. To speak and to deceive (often to deceive oneself) 
have became almost synonymous. So far lias this process, gone 
that I, wishing to speak to you sin.eerely and fraternally, With 
no other object in mind than that of understanding you and 
making myself understood by you, if I begin to search fer¬ 
tile right word, remain in perplexity, so false, equivocal, hack¬ 
neyed and compromised are they. 

But Orwell would not have accepted the final sentence 
with which Pietro ends his remarks. 'Therefore it is better 
to keep silent and to trust the silence;’ On the contrary, 
having decided that the English language was in a bad 
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way, largely through its misuse by politicians, he immedi¬ 
ately set about deciding how the situation might be put 
right, and in “Polities and the English Language 1 ' he pro¬ 
duced not only a most acute diagnosis of our linguistic 
maladies, but also a highly practical guide to what could 
be done to bring the language hack into good health. 

And here we see the difference between Orwell arid so 
many of die Continental writers who in die past half- 
century have retreated from political into metaphysical 
rebellion. He did not think naturally in abstract terms; 
and in die broader philosophical sense he indulged in very 
little speculation - he seemed, for example, to have thought 
of Malraux as a realistic political novelist rather than as 
the latter-day combination of Nietzsche and Colonel 
Lawrence which events have since proved him to be. It 
was die concrete world, the surface of the earth, the ac¬ 
tual texture of life that attracted Orwell; he might agree 
that the universe was meaningless in metaphysical terms, 
without attaching much importance to the conclusion, but 
he drew an extraordinary strength from enjoying that, 
same universe's beauty. Similarly, when he looked at the 
dogged, seedy heroism of human beings he did not ob¬ 
serve in it some metaphysical struggle against destiny out 
of an existentialist textbook; rather, he experienced a 
sense of wonder that the shoots of life could come strug¬ 
gling upwards, however pallidly, In the physical barren¬ 
ness. of megalopolis and in the moral barrenness of mod¬ 
ern political life. 

Of all the Continental writers, he was for these reasons 
perhaps closest to Camus, even more than to Shone. I sus¬ 
pect that Camus was more aware of Orwell than Orwell of 
Camus; his journals show that he had read, not only Am- 
nud Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, but also the books 
by Orwell such as Burmese Days which comparatively few 
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Frenchmen would be likely to read. Mutual influence is 
unlikely, and in any case it is unnecessary to seek it., for 
these two great humanitarians, each of whom died unex¬ 
pectedly in his forty-seventh year in the last January of' a 
decade, were obviously bora with a great deal in common. 
They shared the passion for clear, transparent prose; they 
both found more than enough beauty under the benign 
indifference of the heavens; they dwelt upon the heroism 
of imhtTOic men; they believed in the duty to fight against 
plagues, particularly the plagues that attack the human 
psyche, and to describe them with a stark fearlessness. In 
terms of world literature, Camus's great essay The Rebel 
is the work that most nearly complements — by means of 
its illuminated historical analysis of the inbred flaws of 3 
revolutionary movements — Or wells imaginative projec¬ 
tion of the totalitarian mind In Nineteen Eighty-Four. 
Camus’s way of expressing himself is French and tends to 
be abstract, while Or wells is English and tends to be con¬ 
crete; but this kind of difference should not blind us to 
their essential similarity of outlook, which for me emerges 
most strongly when 1 read that remarkable paragraph 
from The Rebel -which traces the relationship between 
moderation and rebellion: 

Moderation is not the opposite of rebellion. Rebellion in 
itself is moderation, and it demands, defends and re-creates 
it throughout history and its eternal disturbances, The very 
oriErin of this value guarantees us that it can only he par¬ 
tially destroyed. Moderation, bom of rebellion, can only live 
by rebellion. Il Is a. perpetual conflict, continually created and 
mastered by the intelligence. It does not triumph either in the 
impossible qt in the abyss. It finds its equilibrium through 
them. Whatever we may do, excess will always keep iis place 
in the heart of man, in the place where solitude is found. We 
all cany within us our places of exile, our crimes and our 
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ravages. But oux task is not to unleash them on the World; tt 
is to fight them in ourselves and in others. 

Orwell was a rebel, not a revolutionary, and, in spite of 
verbal excesses into which his anger would sometimes 
lead him, lie was, like Camus, a man of moderation. 


ii 

I F Orwell found his peers among Continental radier 
than British writers* this does not mean that his writ¬ 
ing' was any less English in character. On the contrary, his 
almost obsessive awareness of the concentration camp 
and the secret police as specters looming over the whole 
modem world tended, if anything, to Intensify his feeling 
for his country and Us traditions. He was in no way at¬ 
tracted by the rather superficial cosmopolitanism which 
many English writers cultivated between the wars, and in 
his work caic looks in vain lor the French influences that 
played upon the poetry of the Twenties or for the Central 
European elements — Marx* Freud, Kafka — which so 
deeply affected members of the ^'orthodox” Thirties 
school, like Auden, Isherwood and Rex Warner. In devel¬ 
oping Iris prose style he sought an English purged Of un¬ 
necessary borrowings from foreign languages. The very 
choice of the authors he discussed in his critical essays 
showed how thoroughly English were the roots of his liter¬ 
ary a?tf Tolstoi and Koestler wore the only foreign writers 
to whom he devoted major essays, and he discussed them 
not as novelists but as rival polemicists. Even among mod¬ 
em American writers he seems to have found little com¬ 
mon ground,' those who interested him enough to write 
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about them at length were both expatriates — Henry Mil¬ 
ler and T. S. Eliot. 

But It was in bis unsystematic way of thinking, and in 
bis generally pragmatic approach, rather than in the limi¬ 
tation of his literary interests, that the national character 
of Orwell’s work seemed to emerge most emphatically. Al¬ 
most by instinct he shunned the intellectual scaffoldings, 
elaborate and consistent, which Continental radical writ¬ 
ers have always been inclined to construct around their 
works. One cannot imagine him attempting to compose, 
like Sartre, massive philosophical treatises to explain the 
themes which appear in another form in Ins novels* Even 
the rich and continuous flow of thought on artistic and 
moral and political problems which is revealed in Gidcfs 
Journals does not appeal' to have been part of his experi¬ 
ence, at least if one can judge from the disappointing pov¬ 
erty of the diaries .which he kept during the early war 
years and which were published after his death In the 
World Review. 

Indeed, looking back through his writings one is im¬ 
pressed by die modesty of dicir origins. They were, In the 
best sense, occasional works, arising not out of' philo¬ 
sophic deliberation or scholarly ambition, but from an ur- 
genr. feeling of the need to give expression to certain 
thoughts arid Impressions, combined with a love of ma¬ 
nipulating words which. Orwell tells us, he developed 
early in a solitary childhood. His nonfictional works were 
either autobiographical pieces of varying length, which re¬ 
lated experiences and drew the appropriate conclusions, 
or the polemical essays ’which Orwell would write, often 
in white heat, when some idea had struck him forcibly 
and he wished to work out its implications. The formal 
critical or scholastic essay did not interest him, but he 
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could write with freshness and interest on what seemed 
the most unpromising subjects. One can imagine what the 
ordinary political scientist or even the ordinary profes¬ 
sional writer would have made of a subject like “Politics 
and the English Language," but when Orwell discussed it 
one was not merely convinced by the obvious common 
sense of his arguments, but also charmed — perhaps 
charmed too much — by the wit and brightness with 
which he carried on his examination of the monstrous 
perversions of the English language perpetuated mainly 
by politicians, “Defoe,"' 1 said Herbert Read, making the 
comparison with great perceptiveness, “was the hist 
writer to raise journalism to a literary art; Orwell perhaps 
die last" 

It is out of the mass of essays, out of the random 
thoughts of the articles In the Tribune and other maga¬ 
zines, and out of the passages of argument embedded in 
the autobiographical works that one has to piece together 
the. philosophy of life which inspired Orwell’s polemical 
writings and which complements the thematic structure 
of his fictional works. Like a great mosaic, it has more 
cohesion than its fragmentary nature might at first lead 
one to imagine; 

What emerges is an attitude at once radical and con¬ 
servative, and here again Onvell is taking a stance that Is 
peculiarly English* Class divisions on the Continent may 
not have the same meticulous tenacity which they assume 
in Britain, but pohtical divisions are much more sharply 
drawn along doctrinal hues. A writer takes his position 
somewhere in the pohtical spectrum, and tends to culti¬ 
vate the opinions appropriate to it, or he remains unpoliti¬ 
cal and idiosyncratic. A politically conscious but eccentric 
writer of Orwell’s type, who calls himself a Socialist and 
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yet displays an extraordinary conservatism towards many 
aspects of life, is very hard to find on die Continent. 
Though the comparison might liavc been rather displeas¬ 
ing ro Orwell, his nearest parallels probably exist among 
French Catholic radicals like Bemanos and P£guy and 
among the more radical of the Slavophiles in nineteenth- 
ccumry Plus si a, such as Constantin Aksakov. The nearest 
cf all, perhaps, would ironically be Tolstoi. 

Conservatism and socialism form the two poles of Or- 
well's political thought. What holds them together is the 
never wholly abandoned strain of anarchism. In Orwell's 
view a respect for the past was not inconsistent with so¬ 
cialism, which for him centered around simple ideas of 
liberty and justice and had little relation to Marxism or 
any other left-wing orthodoxy. Socialism, he fell, had to be 
built on what was there already; traditions should be not 
rejected, but used, and systems of ethics which had al¬ 
ready sewed the people well should not be abandoned, -at 
least until something better had grown up in their place. 
Perhaps even the more distant past contained lessons, 
now almost lost., which socialism might with profit resur¬ 
rect. Looting back ip tills way was nothing new in the 
English Socialist tradition, William Morris, one of the 
most important leaders of the movement in the later nine¬ 
teenth century, looked even farther back than Orwell, and 
saw his own particular kind of socialism leading in some: 
distant future to that revival of the Middle Ages* with mod¬ 
em sanitation installed, which he described in IVeitfS from 
Nowhere. 

Or well's conservatism can perhaps he seed most clearly 
if one follows one of his own polemical techniques and 
compiles a scries of -propositions which can be supported 
bv evidence from his own writings. These propositions, it 
will immediately be evident show Orwell op a number of' 
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important issued running counter to the accepter! Socialist 
opinion of his time. 

Progress Progress is not necessarily good, nor is it 
even certain; the future will probably bo worse than the 
past. A facile belief in the inevitability of progress makes 
one blind to the power of reaction. 

Patriotism. Patriotism is an underrated virtue, and in¬ 
ternationalism an overrated panacea. 

Population. The birth-eontrailers arc wrong, The peo¬ 
ple of England should increase and multiply. The child¬ 
less should be subjected to penal taxation, 

Imperidlujm. Imperialism Is bad., but almost everybody 
opposes It for the wrong reasons. Anti-Imperialists are 
often more despicable than imperialists. 

Eduction, Education is a dubious blessing; die work¬ 
ers’ instincts are often more reliable than all the- reasoning 
of the intellectuals. 

The State, Socialism is necessary* but state control is a 
dangerous expedient. 


m 



HE QUESTION of progress brings us immediately to 


Jl the heart of Orwell’s conservatism, since it is evident 
that his reservations are not those of the reactionary. He Is 
not opposed to change; he merely questions, on the experi¬ 
ence of his own lifetime, whether ail change is good. Cer¬ 
tainly he has no desire to see inequality, try army or aristo¬ 
cratic privilege returning, and in Ids essay on William 
Butler Yeats he states clearly his view that the desire to 
reconstruct a hierarchial medievalist past is not merely 
wrong but also -— even in its own terms — doomed to dis¬ 
appointment. Yeats, he sap: 
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. . . fiik to see that the new authoritarian eivilization, if 
it amvcg, will not be aristocratic., or what he means by aristo¬ 
cratic. It will not he ruled by noblemen with Van Dyck faces, 
but by anonymous millionaires, shiny-bottomed bureaucrats, 
and murdering gangsters. 

At the same time, though he believed that aristocratic 
reaction could never gain lbs goals in the modem world. 
Orwell — with the experience of Spain behind him-— 
recognised it as a powerful force that must not be ig¬ 
nored, and elsewhere lie criticized H. G„ Weils for an atti¬ 
tude which way really that of Yeats turned upside down, 
Because of his liberal optimism,, developed in the non mili¬ 
tary English nineteenth century. Webs did not understand 
the 

tremendous strength of the old world which was symbolized 
in his mind by fox-hunting Tories. He was - . r quite incapa¬ 
ble of understanding that nationalism, religious bigotry and 
feudal loyalty are far more powerful forces than what he him¬ 
self would describe as sanity. Creatures nut Of the Dark Ages 
have come marching into the present, and if they are ghdsts, 
they are at any rate ghosts which need a strong magic to lay 
them. 

The romantic yearning For the aristocratic past is thus 
condemned by Orwell as evil in its desire to reirnpose in¬ 
justice, sterile because it will never reconstruct the old 
Mcrarchical order, and dangerous because it opens the 
way for even worse tyrannies than those of the past. 

At the same time it is significant that Orwell accuses 
Yeats of "throwing overboard , . . whatever good the 
past two thousand years have achieved ” and that else¬ 
where he says, "We live in the wreck of a civilization, but 
it has been a great civilization in its day/’ Tills lament is 
echoed in “inside the Whale,” where the mood shifts al- 
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mosL to melancholy resignation at the thought of H the 
breakup of laissez-faire capitalism and of the liberal- 
Climtian culture," with the consequent end of literature 
as we know it. 

OrwcJFs yearnings towards the past are marked by a 
patriotism of time, just as his political loyalties are modi¬ 
fied by a patriotism of space. At least one of the reasons 
why he appeared generally so antagonistic to the medi¬ 
evalist reactionaries was that he did not like what he knew 
of the Middle Ages. Tn fact the period which lie liked most 
of all — unfashionably for a man of the Thirties—- was 
the nineteenth century, whose light, U seemed to him, was 
finally going out in die age between the great world wars. 
Wien he painted his picture of the ideal but. vanishing 
working-class home in Thfc Road to Wigan Pier, he em¬ 
phasized that such a scene belonged only to die age that 
was coming to an end. Dip back into the Middle Ages, and 
you would find, not a brightly colored little vignette out of 
William Morris's imagination, but 

A windm-vleas hut, a, wood fire which smokes in your face 
because there is no chimney, moldy bread, “Poor John,” lice, 
scurvy, a yearly cliildbirth and a yearly child death, and the 
priest terrifying you with talcs of Kell, 

Leap forward a couple of hundred years, and you land 
in a future which Grwel] appears to find almost as dis¬ 
tasteful as the dr ally dirt of the Plantagenei period. No 
coal fine; no racing news- dogs suppressed by the health 
fanatics and children by the birth-control fanatics; every¬ 
one “educated,” so that “it is hardly likely that Father will 
still be a rough man who likes to sit in shirtsleeves and 
says "Ah wur doomin' oop street/ Thinking of Lhc barbar¬ 
ian past and the sterilized future, Orwell concludes that 
"our age has- not been altogether a bad one to live in.” 
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If we seek to establish marc closely the limits of this 
favorite; Orwellian age, wc can probably accept the evi¬ 
dence of Coming Up (ot Air that 191.-1 represented the he- 
ginning of the end; backward the age stfetched through 
the manhood of Weils and Dickens to the confines of the 
brutal eighteenth century, its peculiar character shaping 
the minds of its typical intellectuals. If Wells could not 
understand fascism, and could not comprehend the res nr- 
gence of dark forces from the past, Dickens would have 
shared his bev.llder.meiU., since he, like Wells, belonged io 
a time when sandy and brotherhood and decency were 
unchallenged ideals in the minds of all the intelligent peo¬ 
ple, even if they did not live up to them. The moral char¬ 
acter of the era is personified in the imaginary portrait of 
its greatest novelist with which Orwell ended his essay 011 
Dickens. 

lie is laughing, with a touch of auger in his laughter, but 
no triumph, no malignity. It is the face of a man who is 
always fighting against something, hut who fights in the open 
and is not flightened, the face of a man who is gemrraushj 
angry — in other words of a niiieteeiith-ceritury liberal, a free 
intelligence, a type hated with equal, hatred by all the smelly 
little orthodoxies which arc now contending for our souls. 

The portrait, of course, might, be a portrait of Orwell 
himself': he seems to be projecting onLo Dickens and his 
age the qualities which other people recognized in him. 
But this does not mean that either the portrait or the 
Identification Is false; tempera mem ally Orwell was old- 
fashioned, as Rich ard Rees recognized when he first met 
him,, and very often, in reading his works or listening to 
his conversation, one would think that this was precisely 
bow ail intelligent, and percipient late Victorian might talk 
if he could be transported into our present ago. 
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Orwell fie vet’ contended that the nineteenth century 
was an ideal age;* he differed from most of Ins fellow So¬ 
cialists — and incidentally agreed with most of the Anar¬ 
chists — in the fact that in no sense was he a perfection¬ 
ist. He realized that the elimination of human or social 
faults could only be gained at the price of much that was 
good in life, and therefore what he sought was the kind of 
society in which the good had the greater preponderance. 
He was ready to admit all the defects and injustices of the 
late Victorian and Edwardlan world. 

Society was ruled by narrowcminde-d, profoundly in curie ms 
people, predatory businessmen, dull squires, bishops, politi¬ 
cians who could quote Horace hut had never heard of algebra. 
Science was faintly disreputable and religious belief obliga¬ 
tory. 

Small boys lived in the kind of hell described in Such, 
Such Were the Ivys* and class antagonisms took such vio¬ 
lent form that it was physically unsafe for members of the 
upper class to enter slum regions. 

Yet these faults, U seemed to Orwell, were more than 
balanced by their accompanying virtues. The code of de¬ 
cent behavior among the upper and middle classes — 
with its careful distinctions about what made a gentle¬ 
man and what was or was not "cricket" — did a great deal 
to mitigate the snobbish pretenses and the predatory func¬ 
tions of the ruling caste. And if the truculence of the 
workers at times turned them into a "'mob," that was at 
least more dignified than being a mere "flock," as Orwell 
believed the slum-dweDers had become in his own day — 
their old independence melted away into servility. Above 

41 In the <jStray an ■Gassing which he wrote nesr the of Ms 
life* Orwell even admitted that Gis sing’s novels, among other 
tbittjiti, mifdi-t load, to thinking “that the present atfe is a jy>od deal 
beLier than thc-pasL." 
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all, there was still a sense of tradition, of continuity, and a 
realism about life and death, symbolized in Coming Up for 
Air by the churchyard in the center of the town, where the 
living walk every day among the dead. It was, above all, a 
world where absolute concepts of pood and evil still had 
meaning, where right and wrong were distinct and 
sharply defined. 

One is struck ini media Lely by the limit ations of this 
world. It is England. It is the age from about. 1830 to 
1914, .with a fraying remnant surviving into the rg.-jo's. 
And .what attracts Orwell to It. is a peculiar combination of 
Christian and liberal virtues, or, to be a little more con¬ 
crete, of a well-established code of fair behavior with a 
recognition —however inadequately implemented — of 
liberty as a natural human right. 

I do not suggest that in restricting Ms vision in lMs way 
Orwell meant to leave the impression that a decent society 
was the kind of freak which might emerge only at one 
time 01 place in human history. lie was merely accepting 
the limitations of Ms experience and knowledge. He also 
found, as the earlier part of Down and Out in Darts and 
London, shows quite clearly, something very vital in the 
working-class world of Paris, and in Burma he obviously 
sensed that on the other side of the barrier between ruler 
and ruled there existed a society in which, as in Victorian 
England, monsLrous abuses of power were mitigated by 
traditional balances — in this case the ethics of Budd¬ 
hism and HH a sort of natural equality, an easy intimacy 
between man and man, which is simply unthinkable in 
the West.” Orwell believed that this kind of equality 
existed among all Asians, which merely shows how far 
away, culturally, be was from India while serving in 
Burma. But about the Burmese I suspceL that, he was 
right, for, though I have never visited their country, I 
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have observed a. similar “natural equality 1 " among other 
peoples of Mongolian stock — between Tibetan noblemen 
and servants, for example, and among Thais of various 
classes. Again, when Orwell was in Spain ho not only en¬ 
countered the fleeting but exhilarating vision of an egali¬ 
tarian society in Anarchist Barcelona and among the 
militiamen in Aragon, but also on a day in Barba stro 
after his discharge from the militia, when he at last had 
the leisure to walk about like a man at peace, he had a 
glimpse o.l die traditions which underlay the courage and 
generosity he had found among his Spanish comrades; 

Wandering through it I became aware of pleasant tortuous 
streets, old bridges, wane shops with great oozy barrels as tall 
as a. man, and intriguing semisubterranean shops where men 
were making cartwheels, daggers, wooden spoons and goatskin 
water bottles . . , I seemed to catch a momentary .glimpse, a 
sort of far-off rumor, of the Spain that dwells in everyone's 
imagination.. White sierras, goatherds, dungeons of the In¬ 
quisition, Moorish palaces, black winding trains of mules, 
gray olive trees and groves of lemons, girls in black mantillas, 
the wanes of Malaga and Alicante, cathedrals, cardinals, bull¬ 
fights, gypsies, serenades—in short, Spain, Of all Europe it 
was the country that had had most hold upon my imagination. 

Understandably, of course, for Spain was the country of 
Don Quixote. 

There were times when Orwell felt that societies of this 
kind, in which some moral Concept like liberty or equality 
or even decency still 'wielded a great influence, were 
doomed to disappear from the modern world, but there 
were other times, as in 194 i\ after the Battle of Britain, 
when he was astonished by the tenacity with which, under 
attack, traditional values might survive as active elements 
in the life of die community. At this time he wrote The 
Lion and the Unicorn, which caused a great deal of con- 
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stern a lion among his left-wing friends because of its ex¬ 
traordinary mingling of conservative and revolutionary 
concepts, in this patriotic pamphlet lie points out that 
while the goose step is spreading over Europe (and here 
also, at least five years before starting work on fVmereen 
F.iqhlif-Fotir he brings in Lhat obsessive image of “a boot 
crashing down on a face"), in England "the inarch is 
merely a formalized walk.” and that this is indicative of a 
basic difference between British democracy;, with its very 
patent faults, and Continental dictatorships. 

In England such concepts as justice* liberty and objective 
truth are still believed in. They may be illusions, but they are 
very powerful Illusion?;. The belief in diem influences conduct,, 
national life is- di IT cron t bee an sc of them, . Even h vpocrisy 

Es a powerful safeguard, The hanging judge, that evil old man 
in scarlet robe and horsehair wig, whom nothing short of dyna¬ 
mite will ever teach what century he is living in, but who will 
at any rate interpret the law according to the books, and will 
In no circumstances take [t money bribe, is one of the symbolic 
bin ires of England. He is a symbol of the strange mixture of 
reality and illusion, democracy and privilege, humbug and 
decency T the subtle network of compromises, by which the na¬ 
tion keeps itself.in its familiar shape. 

And as lung as the shape is the familiar one of old Eng¬ 
land, as tenacious of Hfc as a badger, one feels that for 
Orw ell all is not yet by ary means lost. 

Yet within this old England, with its slums and its hang¬ 
ing judges, its aspidistras and its coal fires;, its lush coun¬ 
trysides and its orchards golden with Cox’s Orange .Pip¬ 
pins, its crude postcard humor and its love of decency and 
freedom, Orwell also sees what he calls “the swindle of 
"progress’ n already taking place, eating away like a mon¬ 
strous ichneumon grub at the good life he remembered 
from childhood. He walks through the streets of Engiand ? 
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watching the people and looldng into the shops* and he 
sees how taste has been corrupted by "a century of mech¬ 
anisation.” There are whole pages in his books of the Thir¬ 
ties, and particularly in The Rond in Wigan Pier and Com¬ 
ing Up for . 4 in, zestrolly listing the synthetic horrors of our 
age and, dmicteristically, laying as much stress on the 
desiccation of physical experience as on the corruption of 
Intellectual and moral standards. One of the dramatic rev¬ 
elation points in Qoming Up for Air is when George Howl¬ 
ing goes into a milk bar in the Strand and orders a cop of 
coffee and a couple of frankfurters. He bites into one of 
the frankfurters. 

Thu thing burst in my mouth Like a rotten pear, A sort of 
horrible soft stuff was all over my tongue. But the 

taste 1 For a moment 1 jusL couldn't believe it. Then I rolled 
my tongue round it arid, had another try. It was fvsht A sau¬ 
sage, a thing calling itself a frankfurter, filled with fishl . . . 

. , . It gave me the feeling that Td bitten into the modern 
world and discovered whaL it. was really made of. That's the? 
way we re going nowadays. Everytiling' slick and streamlined, 
everything made out of something else. Celluloid, rubber, 
ehrornlum steel everywhere, re lamps blazing all night, glass 
roofs over youx head, radios all playing the same tune, no 
vegetation left, everything cemented over, mock turtles grac¬ 
ing under the neutral fruit trees. But when you come down to 
brass tacks and get your teeth into something solid, a sausage 
for Instance, that's what you get r Rotten fish in a rubber skin. 
Bombs of filth bursting in side your mouth, 

Corning Up for Ak stands beside Henry Millers The Mr .4 
Conditioned Nightmare and Aldous Huxleys jJrerus timxr 
Wotid as one of the great modem denunciations of the 
evils that grow out of an uncritical belief in progress, of 
an acceptance without discrimination of all, good or bad, 
that the machine age may have to offer. Nevertheless, it is 
well to remember that Coming Up for Air is a work of 
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fiction, and that Orwell is using — as he pointed out Unit 
Huxley had dene —“die exaggeration of caricature/' 
George Bowling represents that side of Orwell’s mind 
which reacted emotionally and with great revulsion 
against the modern mechanical world, -which found man¬ 
ual work extremely satisfying (“Cease to use your hands, 
and you have lopped off a huge chunk of your conscious¬ 
ness/ 1 he once said), which inspired his hatred of cities, 
and which eventually sent him off to find a fairly unas¬ 
sailable rural refuge in Lbe Hebrides, where, if his health 
had not betrayed him, he might well have become more 
and more of a recluse from the twentieth-century world as 
time went on. 

But outside fiction and private emotion, when he had to 
■work in the rational world of polemical amumerit, his op¬ 
position to progress was less uncompromising, principally 
because it appeared to his reasoning, down-to-brass-tacks 
self that, while an attitude like Bowling's is emotionally 
and aesthetically valid, it is nevertheless unrealistic be¬ 
cause the machine has come to stay, and once it is there 
men will continue to use if. Yet the state of mind that pro¬ 
duces the latter-day Luddite is one that he does not ignore; 
it has at least a cautionary value. 

The machine has got to be accepted, but it is probably bet¬ 
ter to accept it rather as one accepts a thug —that is, grudg¬ 
ingly and suspiciously, like a drug, the machine is useful, 
dangerous, and habit-forming. The oftener one surrenders to 
It. the tighter its gTip becomes. 

A great deal, Orwell points out, depends on what one 
means by progress, and in 1936 one of his principal criti¬ 
cisms of the Socialists was that, they had cornmited them¬ 
selves without proper thought to a concept of progress 
from which most sensitive people reacted with disLasLe. It 










thf; nuvocu tionaelv patriot 245 


involves the trails fon nation of the tv odd by machines un¬ 
til it; has reached the paint of dead mechanical order. It 
will be a “png's paradise.'"' 

All the work that is now clone by hand will then be done by 
machinery: everything tbit is now made- of le.ither, wood, or 
atone will be made of rubber., glass, ot steel; there will be no 
disorder, no loose ends, no wildernesses, no wild animals, no 
weeds., no disease, no poverty, no pain —and so on and so 
forth. The Socialist world is to be above 3 H things an ordered 1 , 
world, an efficient world. But it is precisely from that vision of 
the future- as a sort of glittering Wells-world that, sensitive 
minds recoil. Please notice that this essentially fat-bellied ver¬ 
sion oF “progress” is not an integral part of Socialist doctrine; 
but it ha b come to he thought of as one, with the result that 
the tempcrEnuental conservatism which is latent in ail kinds 
of people is easily mobilized against Socialism. 

Orwell sketches out some of the many dilemmas that 
cluster around both die concept and Lire fact of progress. 
He detects the inconsistencies in visions — like those of 
H. G. Wells — winch portray Utopians as heroic and 
hardy when all the challenges that produce courage have 
been taken out of their lives and the elimination of man¬ 
ual work has forced them to invent artificial means of 
maintaining their strength. But it is not only courage and 
hardihood that mechanical progress threatens. Almost 
every meaningful human activity is endangered by the 
machine. To remain even mentally healthy, a man needs 
work and ''life has got to lie lived largely in terms of 
effort/' But it is precisely the opportunity of effort that the 
machine steadily diminishes, cutting men off “from the 
chance of working -— that is, of living.” And the artificial 
cultivation of handicrafts to take the place of real work is, 
Orwell suggests., a pathetic pretense which will deceive 
no one. 
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Orwell’s misgivings ha ve been echoed in recent years by 
many of those disturbed by the problems likely to follow 
the growing pace of automation in most nidus trial coun¬ 
tries. Already a great deal of American social effort is di- 
reeled towards providing for leisure activities; leisure, in 
faeL, is becoming a big business, and some of the manifes¬ 
tations of this, development have been Futile enough to 
give substau.ee to Orwell's arguments. On the other band, 
the revival on a remarkably high level of some handcrafts, 
particularly pottery, suggests that he may have been 
wrong in one of his main arguments—- that “in a world 
where everything could be done by machinery, everything 
Would be done by machinery,” The extremities of the hu¬ 
man body are in fact refusing to remain idle, and it seems 
possible that one of the most powerful reactions against 
the dominance of the machine will be an .almost revolu¬ 
tionary upsurge of the dispossessed manual skills. In this 
as in oLber directions, Orwell in his most pessimistic mo¬ 
ments tended to underestimate human resilience. 

That mechanical progress is inevitable seems, then, to 
be the main argument of the theoretical part of The Rond 
to Wi$an Pier . However, may make the prospect a little 
less unpleasant, Orwell suggests, if we choose to accept 
progress*with-socialism rather than progress-with-fas- 
cisin, By now he has talked himself into an intpassh in 
which it is no longer possible fb present, socialism as any¬ 
thing more attractive than a lesser evil, and his arguments 
at this point become unusually feeble and obscure. He ex¬ 
horts the sensitive man to accept the machine world be¬ 
cause- there is no alternative; the machine has got us in Its 
grip. However, there may be a role as a “humanizing” 
force, as a "permanent opposition” within the machine 
world, for those who refuse to accept the full conse¬ 
quences of mechanization. What this will achieve., in view 
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of Orwell's previous arguments that the machine will 
atrophy every kind of human initiative, it is hard to seep 
however, he does at this point appear to believe that one 
might be able to modify the concept of progress, and even 
the phenomenon Itself, so that it would no longer be ^de¬ 
finable as making the world safe for little fat men/ As for 
his own inclinations, Orwell makes it dear that though 
his lower self as "a degenerate modem semi-intellectual* 
may relish the comforts which progress will bring, in a 
different arid somewhat deeper way he would prefer to see 
life becoming ""simpler and harder Instead of softer and 
more complex/ 1 

If this discussion reveals anything beyond a rather 
opinionated series of generalizations on the nature of 
progress, it is that Orwell was emotionally far removed 
from the majority of the middlendass Socialists, with their 
heritage of Wellsian Utopianism; he brought with him 
more than a vestige of the cold-bath Spartanlsm which in 
his day was automatically inculcated into members of the 
sahib caste. This Spartanism was unexpectedly gratified 
when, in the same year lie wrote The Road to Wigan Picr t 
he encountered in Spain an austere and libertarian type of 
socialism vvliicb. was not linked indissolubly with the idea 
of progress. The Spanish Anarchists and the: left-wing So¬ 
cialists influenced by them had not read Wells, had little 
trust in Utopian dreams, and had developed an extraordi¬ 
nary secular puritanism which made them look forward 
to Lbe revolution as a time when life would become sim¬ 
pler, more austere, and, as a consequence, more free- For 
the first time socialism appeared to Orwell not only as 
just, but also as congenial. 

At the same time, he began to doubt whether "progress" 
was really so inevitable as he had at first imagined. In 
Coming Up for Air, written after his return from Spain., 
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the leading character sees that the horrors imposed on life 
by the indiscriml.ilate use of industrial developments 
may merely be the prelude to a collapse of society into a 
new barbarism as the wars, sweep over the world and 
die civil wars follow in their path. And before the end 
of the war Orwell himself had begun to suspect that 
“progress 1 " might be a quite different “swindle” from that 
which he had envisaged in T he- Road to Wigan Pier. Per¬ 
haps politics would be powerful enough to interfere with 
the direction of technological change—as great manu¬ 
facturers had already done by suppressing inven Lions that 
threatened their interests. Perhaps “progress” would not 
lead, after all, to the “glittering Wells-world,” but would be 
diverted and adapted to satisfy the needs of new power 
groups. The possibility is developed in Knimai Farm, 
Where Lbe ordinary animals find that their material condi¬ 
tions are no he Her—and possibly worse — than they 
were before the revolution* and it readies its logical cli¬ 
max ib Nineteen Eighty-Four, where progress has virtu¬ 
ally conic to a halt except in one limited direction — the 
perfecting of the instruments of tyrannical government. 

Orwell's final conclusion would seem to have been that 
progress based on modem technological developments is 
(a) undesirable and (b) unnecessary for the achievement 
of socialism, and that (c.) Us ineviLability is in doubt for 
Lhe reason, which gives us no ground for rejoicing, that it 
may easily lie diverted by politicians to serve the ends of 
tyranny. Mow much hope we do in fact have of “humaniz¬ 
ing'’ the course of progress he leaves in the end uncertain, 
but there is rarely any doubt of his conviction that we 
shall probably not in any foreseeable future experience a 
life a$ good as that of late Victorian England, The only- 
way we can hope to make the future more bearable is to 
carry with us as we march towards it, like the holy books 
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of the Sikhs carried into battle, the cades of decency and 
justice that instilled men in the past. In ail but name, this 
point of view is of course conservative; more truly core 
servative, indeed, than the policies of most conservative 
parties. 


iv 



ATRIOTISM,” said Orwell in. 1cjji, c 'is usually 


stronger than class hatred, and always stronger than 
any kind of internationalism,” This was not merely an ac¬ 
curate observation about the external world. It also ex¬ 
pressed an important clement in OnvelFs own attitude. 
The words were written in 1941, after he had tried desper¬ 
ately to join up in the British aimed forces and had found 
only the Home Guard open to him. By tills time he had 
reconciled himself io working in other ways for the Brit¬ 
ish war effort, and the pamphlet in which he made this 
statement. The Lion and the Unicorn , was at least in part 
a piece of high-class war propaganda. Yet there is no 
doubt that Orwell spoke with feeling, and meant every¬ 
thing he said hi the essay about patriotism and about Eng¬ 
land, 

In his later pamphlet The English People t published 
after the war, Orwell took up the same theme, and here 
he remarked that the foreigner who studies the English 
people and their literature "might end by deciding that a 
profound, almost unconscious patriotism and an inability 
to think logically are die abiding features of the English 
character.” This is probably true of the English, in so far 
as one can generalize for fifty million people; it was cer¬ 
tainly true of Orwell himself, whose logic was never per¬ 
fect and who, when the war came, found himself articu- 
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kiting thoughts about his own relationship to his country 
which arc only hinted in his earlier 'writings. Occasionally 
during the war years Iris patriotism took on a ranting,, ag¬ 
gressive form, as in some of hi a London Loiters to the Par¬ 
tisan Review , but towards the end of the war, and after 
peace had been re’Cstabh'shed, it seemed to recede into the 
half-conscious, like a fish sinking down into the depths of 
a pool; I cannot remember any occasion during the period 
of our friendship, from 1943 onwards* on which he 
brought up the matter in an obtrusive way, though one 
always recognized patriotism as part of his oil dock and 
respected it just as he respected one’s- own particular 
quirks of opinion. 

Orwell was highly conscious that his attitude hi this re¬ 
spect marked him off from many of his fellow intellec¬ 
tuals, and particularly from the left wing which had es¬ 
tablished a strong position in the literary world during the 
jc^o’s. His shadow feud with the intelligentsia on this 
subject tended to be carried on in half-truths and immod¬ 
erate generalizations, but a typical passage of Orwellian 
antiintellectual sniping i& worth quoting because it re¬ 
veal? not only the kind of man of straw which he habitu¬ 
ally constructed to be knocked down with dazzling fist- 
play, but also the image of him self which he saw opposed 
to it in the ring. In The Lion and the Unicorn he declared l 

In intention, at any raLe, the English intelligentsia are .Eu¬ 
ropeanized. They take their cookery from Pads and their opin¬ 
ions from Moscow, fit the general patriotism of the country 
they form a sort of island of dissident thought, England is- per¬ 
haps the only great country whose intellcoUKals are ashamed 
of their own nationality. Tn left-wing circle?, it is always felt 
that there is something slightly disgraceful in being an Eng¬ 
lish man and that it is a duty to snigger at every English insti¬ 
tution, from horse racing to suet puddings. 
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After imputing to the intellectuals far more influence than 
they actually possessed by laying ovi them a great deal of 
the responsibility for the weakening of British morale 
which tempted the Fascist nations to embark on war, lie 
goes on to blame the Blimps (Mutts to his intellectual 
Jeffs) for the degeneration of the English intellectuals 
Into ’"purely iterative ere at ores ” 

Society could not use them, and! they had not get it in them 
to see that devotion to one's country implies “for bet Lex, lot 
worse.” Both Blimps and highbrows toot for granted, as 
though It were a law of nature, the divorce between patriotism 
and intelligence. Jf you wore a patriot, you read Bleick , ti i o£tF$ 
Magazine and publicly thanked God Lhat you were not 
“brainy.” If you were an intellectual ytru sniggered at the 
Union Jack and regarded physical ecu rage as barbarous. 

From the very first sentence the argument is riddled 
with absurdities. English intellectuals, In their homes at 
least, were much jess accustomed Lo French cooking than 
the moneyed class who could employ foreign chefs- when 
they ate out they were most inclined to frequent Italian 
rather than French restaur ants ? mainly because these 
offered vvelFcoo.ked food at the cheapest prices, I know 
many writers who — at the time when Orwell wrote The 
Lion and the Unicorn — regularly followed horse rao 
ing, and J myself among others am addicted to suet pud¬ 
ding, not to mention a dozen other English dishes which 
at their best I would put on a level with any Continental 
cooking. These are trivial points. Important only to illus¬ 
trate the slashing inaccuracy with which Orwell would 
sometimes carry; on his literary battles, When we come to 
the graver accusation — which in the 1950's would have, 
become a dangerous “smear” ™ that "the English in tell i- 
genisia . . . take . , . their opinions from Moscow,” it 
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is easy to see wliy The Lion and the Unicorn was received 
among his fellow writers with an anger which rather took 
Orwell aback. 

'lire Communist-lining group in die British literary 
world had always been a minority, even though it gained 
unwarranted prominence because three of die younger 
poets,. Auden, Spender and Day Lewis,, were assn elated 
with it, in addition to the hard core of dogmatic Stalinists 
centered around the Left Review, But by the time Orwell 
wrote The Lion and the Unicom he must have known that 
visits to Spain had reduced Auden's Communist, tenden¬ 
cies to silence and had ended Spenders fellow-traveling. 
Furthermore, almost the whole subgeneration of younger 
poets who appeared in the hUer Thirties, whether they fol¬ 
lowed Dylan Thomas or belonged, as I did, to the group 
that gathered around Twentieth Century Verse, were anti- 
Stalinist in one way or another; they leaned towards per¬ 
sonalism or pacifism, anarchism or Trotskyism, or were 
merely nonpolitieal. Finally,, most of the leading figures in 
the English liter ary world had never even in the Thirties 
been, touched in any way by communism. How far — to 
auote only the names that come to mind as I am typing 
out this sentence — did Wyndham Lewis, T, S, Eliot, Her¬ 
bert Read, Aldous Huxley, and Virginia Woolf take their 
opinions from Moscow"? As for England being "the only 
great country whose intellectuals are ashamed of their 
own nationality/ - if we are to consider tills statement In 
terms of the proportion of writers who were willing to fol¬ 
io foreign gods, history shows that a far greater propor¬ 
tion of French writers succumbed to the attractions of 
communism or fascism than was the case in England, 

Yet there is a way in which Orwell was not entirely 
wrong when he accused the British, intellectuals of unpa- 
triotism. British writers tended to adopt the critic al view of 
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patriotism which Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon 
took at the end of the First World War, rather than the 
heroic one which Rupert Brooke and Julian Grenfell took 
at the beginning. They were not prepared to accept the 
"death or glory/' "theirs not io reason why/ 1 "my country 
right or wrong*' hind of attitude. 2d any of them — cer¬ 
tainly a majority — supported the war, but they did so 
either (a) because they did not. relish the possibility of 
living under foreign domination, which is at best a nega¬ 
tive form of patriotism, or (b) because they took the par¬ 
ticular type of internationalist view which regarded it as a 
duty to resist the spread of nazis-m and to end the regime 
which had sent millions of innocent people to their death. 
Some of them — and one particularly remembers Keith 
Douglas, Akin Lewis and Sidney Keyes — died for these 
"’unpatriotic" reasons. As for the pacifist writers,, most of 
them knew that their names were as high on the Nazi pro¬ 
scription lists as Orwell's, nor were they any more inclined 
than he to accept foreign domination. It was merely that 
they differed from him on the kind of resistance wliicli 
they felt was morally justifiable. Their opinions, whether 
right or wrong, certainly did not come from Moscow.; if 
they came from anywhere ouSLi.de Britain, it was from In¬ 
dia, from Gandhi. Perhaps mistakenly, the pacifists con¬ 
sidered that Gandhi had given them a model example of 
how a struggle to maintain or regain one's freedom, could 
be carried on without violence, Orwell talked a .great deal 
of irrelevant nonsense about pacifists relying on the pro¬ 
tection of the British navy to maintain their views (pre¬ 
sumably he did not hear of the very successful passive re¬ 
sistance campaign carried on behind the curtain of Nazi 
occupation by the schoolteachers of Norway in 1^42), 
and he also amused himself by asserting that pacifism 
was. really a disguised form of power worship, It was, as 
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so Often in Orwell's campaigns, Don Quixote slashing out 
at self-created specters. But here, once again, his built-in 
sense of fairness came to the surface before the end of the 
war, and he wrote in the Tribune on December 7. h 1944, a 
note deprecating the wholesale condemnation of pacifists. 

The important thing Is to discover u-hich individuals are 
honest and which arc not, and Lhe visual blanJreL accusation 
merely makes tins more difficult, The atmosphere of hatred 
in which controversy is conducted blind s people to conhd dera¬ 
tions of this kind. To admit, that, an opponent nn'gln be both 
honest and intelligent is felt to be hi tolerable. It is more im¬ 
mediately satisfying to shunt, that he is a foul or a ■scoundrel, 
or b-nth, than to find out what ho is really like. It is (his habit 
of mind, among other things, that has made political predic¬ 
tion in our tithe so remarkably successful. 

This, of course, was written sifter Orwell had joined the 
Freedom Defense Committee and had been in fairly close 
contact for some months with the pacifists who were 
among its most active members. 

To be fair in turn to Orwell, there is no doubt at all that 
his patriotism was sincere. Some writers one might have 
suspected of curry big favor with the general public or with 
the government by denouncing their fellow intellectuals 
of the Deft, But Orwell felt that he had already cut himself 
off from the Establishment when he resigned his job in 
Burma, and how he was risking ostracism in the intellec¬ 
tual world,, that he was not ostracized is perhaps the best 
disproof of his argument that the intellectuals had ac¬ 
cepted their opinions from Moscow, 

Orwell's patriotism,. which he retained to the end of Ms 
life, was a complex state of mind which appears to have 
had many roots. His childhood in the Thames Valley had 
given him a passion for southern England, and he re¬ 
tained the memories of it throughout his life as his own 
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"golden country/ though he had enough wisdom not to at¬ 
tempt to return there to live. His long periods away from 
homo, m Burma and in Europe, heightened his feeling for 
England into a deep nostalgia, of which there me traces in 
Jhtmcwe Days and even in Homage to Catalonia. But 
these feelings did not coalesce into a clearly expressed 
sentiment of patriotism until the war actually came. Lib¬ 
erty and justice rather than patriotism form the subject of 
The Road to VVfutrrc Pier 7 and there is even a distinctly 
ironic touch in the reference which Orwell makes to patri¬ 
otism in Down mid Out in Paris and London when he de¬ 
scribes his return from France to England; 

I was so pleased to be getting borne, after being hard up for 
■months in a foreign city, that England seemed to me a sort of 
Paradise. There are, indeed, many things in England that 
make you glad to get home; bathrooms, armchairs, brown 
bread, marmalade, beer made with veritable hops — they arc 
ail splendid, if yon can pay for them. England is a very good 
country when you are not potcr.j and, of course, with a tame 
imbecile to look after, \ was not going to be poor. The thought 
of not being poor made rue very patriotic. 

The implication here is clearly that patriotism is a luxury 
for those who can afford it. Coming Up for Air contains, at 
best, a kind of inverted patriotism in its angry outburst 
against what had been done to England, and "Inside the 
Whale,* finished after the war actually began, puts up no 
very convinced opposition to Miller’s philosophic accept¬ 
ance of the historic process which will destroy all that pa¬ 
triotism stands for. 

It is obvious that the feelings which emerged a year 
later in The Lion and the Unicorn were the product, of a 
developing internal struggle between conflicting impulses 
during the early months oi die war, arid that in the end 
Orwell's past triumphed. He went back to the loyal Lies of 
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the colonial administrator caste, and in the process shed a 
great deal of the generalized bit tern e&s against English so¬ 
ciety which had been implanted in him by his Burmese 
experiences. The very tone of his references to the civiliza¬ 
tion of England in The Lion and the Unicorn show an in¬ 
tensity of feeling quite different from that expressed in his 
earlier works r 

And ahnve all, it is your civil]nation, it is yo-n. However 
much you hate it or laugh at it, you will never be happy away 
from it fur any length of time. The suer pud dins;. 5 and the red 
pilfsT boxes have entered into your sold. Good or evil, it is 
yours, yon belong to it, and this side the grave you will never 
get away from the marks it has given you* 

Jn The Lion arid the Unicom and The English People Or¬ 
well has some very shrewd and some very odd things to 
say about England and its life. But he said even more in¬ 
teresting tilings in his other books when he was not strain¬ 
ing so sclf-consciously to advertise his country. In terms 
of liis general philosophy, the two most significant pains 
ill at emerge out of lus patriotic preoccupations arc his re¬ 
jection of nationalism, and his contention that socialism 
and patriotism were both dynamic forces which could 
serve each other and, if combinerf could not only trans¬ 
form England but also make the defeat of Germany more 
certain. 



Nationalism is actually the subject of a separate essay, 
“Notes on Nationalism,” written at the end of the war, but 
supplementing' what Orwell had to say in The Lion and 
the Unicom, Nationalism and patriotism, he argued, arc 
by no means die same thing, in spite of the fact that they 
are often regarded as identical, and here he gives whai is 
probably his clearest definition of what patriotism means 
to him. 
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By "patriotism” I mean devotion to a particular place and a 
particular way of life, which one believes to be the best in the 
world but "has no wish to force upon other people. Paulo!ism 
is by its nature defensive,, both militarily and culturally. 

Nationalism* on tlic other hand, is aggressive and ex¬ 
clusive in nature. It involves “ideriLi lying oneself with a 
single nation or other unit, placing it beyond good and evil 
and recognizing no other duty than that of advancing its 
interests.'” It is “inseparable from the desire for power, 1 * 
not, of course, for oneself, but lor the unit to which one 
belongs, By implication, if we accept these definitions, 
patriotism would allow" room for individuality while na¬ 
tionalism would always seek to destroy it. The distinction 
certainly applied to Orwell's own aUitudSHIe wished to de¬ 
fend his country at the cost of no other people; he was that 
extremely rare being, an English patriot who regarded the 
dismantling of die British Empire as one of the first items 
on the agenda for future action. But whether the distinc¬ 
tion applies to patriotism in general is another matter., 
around which difficult questions cluster. Bow much terri¬ 
tory does one need to defend the fatherland? Frontiers t 
historic, geographic, and ethnic, being as muddled as they 
are, it is always hard to keep patriotic defense from turn¬ 
ing into aggression which can develop into nationalism 
and end in imperialism, as happened to the patriots of 
revolutionary France, who began by defending the Thine 
and ended finally in Moscow, Chinese patriots believe the 
invasion of Tibet merely reinstated die wholeness of 
China; Tibetan patriots have a different opinion. Orwell in 
fact never faces up to the question of how local patriotism 
may he. Is he, in praising the English for uniting against 
German invaders, justifying by implication a Welsh patri¬ 
otism which would seek to expel the English invaders? 
And if we talk of a Welsh patriotism, why not a Cornish 
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one* iin<l so on. until we come to the kind of situation ini* 
cigined by Chesterton in The Napoleon of Nottfng HUl, 
where every parish is its own putrid? Surely, in the long 
and distant mil, the only solution must be am internation¬ 
alism in which all loyalties, large and small, may find ex¬ 
pression. 

There arc also peculiarities about Orwell's definition of 
nationalism, quite aparL From its relation to patriotism, lie 
uses it to mean the habit of identifying - oneself with, any 
kind of unit to the extent of ‘Vecognizing no other duty 
tlian FEi,irtSf advancing its interests, 1 " Pacifism, Zionism, 
anti-Semitism and Trotskyism are all, by tills definition, 
forms of nationalism,!So, if wc carry on the argument on 
the lines of logical absurdity which Orwell has established, 
arc vegetarianism, theosophy, and those strange excesses 
of partisanship which take place at the Boat Race and the 
Cup Final, No doubt nationalism docs have certain ele¬ 
ments in common whh other Forms of dedicated partisan¬ 
ship,. but in itself it means something very specific., and, 
one is surprised to find so strong an adherent, of clear, un¬ 
equivocal English as Orwell taking such a liberty with the 
language. 

But when we return to the other point I have raised ■— 
the relation between patriotism and revolutionary social¬ 
ism — we find Orwell trying to pass off another semantic 
trick, ‘Patriotism*” he tells us, *ha& nothing to do With 
Conservatism. It Is actually the opposite of Conservatism, 
since it is devotion to something that is always changing 
and yet is felt mystically to be the same * The trick here 
is to use a capital letter, which identifies Conservatism 
.ta as the creed of a particular party, and leads us adroitly 
away from the fact that in the generalised, small-letter 
sense die entire intent of English patriotism Is to con- 
s&roe that great agglomeration of people, places, tradi* 
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lions and customs which is known as England. Patriot¬ 
ism, when it surfaced during the Second World War like 
a great barnacled whale from the sub aqueous sleep of the 
Thirties, was conservative in this very sense* as well as — 
despite Orwell's wishes — being Conservative in the par¬ 
tisan sense as well, since it found its symbolic center in 
the charismatic personality of Winston Churchill, the 
arch-conserve! and leading Conservative. 

llils l'act gives only a remotely historic interest to the 
unheeded proposals vvhich Or well made in The Lion and 
the Unicorn for the harnessing of patriotism to the social 
tc volution. Almost certainly the idea arose out of his expe¬ 
riences m the Spanish Civil War, when he became at¬ 
tached to the losing faction in the internal struggle on the 
Republican side, tile faction which contended that to de¬ 
feat Franco one must carry out the revolution of social jus¬ 
tice behind (he government lines and so unleash a great 
flow of dynamic enthusiasm on the part of the poverty- 
stricken masses of Spain. As Orwell watched England, at 
tlie time when The Lion and th& Unicorn was written, 
only slowly emerging from the apathy of the days of the 
"phony war,” he remembered Spain, and it seemed to him 
that nothing but a radical change in die social structure, 
an immediate establishment of economic justice, would 
galvanize the people into action. He deceived himself into 
believing that this was just what the majority of English 
people would want once they knew their own minds. The 
hope emerges when he discusses the effect of public opin¬ 
ion on the political fate of Chamberlain, 

Only when the results of his policy became apparent did it 
turn against him; Which is to sav that it turned against its 
own lethargy of the past seven years. Thereupon the people 
picked a leader nearer to their mood, Churchill, who was at 
any rate abie to grasp that wars are not won without fighting. 
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Later, perhaps, they will pick another Leader who can grtiisp 
that only Socialist nations can tight effectively. 

In this paragraph there is one wiki, unsupported states 
molt-— "that only Socialist nations can fight effectively” 
— which sounds as if it had come out ol a Trotskyist 
pamphlet, and one unfulfilled halhprophecy, which to- 
gerher show that Orwell was not very adept at assessing 
cuiTcm political trends. His view remained that of a mi¬ 
nority, Fey; even among the Socialists agreed with him on 
the wisdom of attempting a total social transformation in 
the midearcer of a world war, and the majority of the 
people were interested mainly in staying alive and staying 
uninvaded. Until the war was obviously won, they re¬ 
mained almost in stinc Lively behind Church ilk who 
seemed much more able to guarantee survival than any of 
the Labor leaders. 

Orwell was correct in realizing the importance of pa¬ 
triotism. Like all the great irrational mass impulses, it had 
been ignored by those heirs of the Age of Reason, the Soci¬ 
alists, and in ignoring it they had neglected a powerful 
appeal winch the Fascists and Nazis—and In Russia 
the Communists — had appropriated to their own great 
advantage. Rut there were at least two problems which 
Orwell never really faced. The first was how patriotism, 
even an enlightened form of it, could be related to the 
in tern a Lion all sin .which* whether w r c like it or not, acceler¬ 
ated means of cornrnunication arc making ever more 
necessary. The oilier was how one could find an effective 
substitute for the charismatic leadership which usually 
galvanizes patriotism into action, Patriotism and leader¬ 
ship as we have known them are both fraught with perils 
to die very aims of liberty and justice which Orwell made 
die basis cf socialism* 
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P ATRIOTS are usually in tore sled in population. Popu¬ 
lation not merely ensures enough soldiers to fight Tor 
the fatherland, it is also an index of the vitality of the 
race, and sometimes, as in the case of the French Cana¬ 
dians, it can be a potent factor In preserving a national 
group from submergence by its neighbors. Orwell does not 
differ from other patriots in this respect, and the latter 
pages of The EvqUah People contain a rather long discus¬ 
sion of means to increase the English birthrate. It reads 
somewhat depress! ngly at a time when we are much more 
conscious of the dangers of world overpopulation than 
people were two decades ago, particularly as Orwell's pro¬ 
posals here arc probably the most truly reactionary he 
ever made, including such familiar devices as the crush¬ 
ing penal taxation of childless people and a more rigorous 
repression of abortion. It shows Orwell at his most author¬ 
itarian, but It also shows an aspect of' his thought which 
cannot be ignored. 

For Orwell's concern with procreation wont a long way 
beyond the merely mathematical calculations of the ordi¬ 
nary political patriot. As we have seen, he was concerned 
with life as an experience, with the vitality of nature, and 
at least one facet of his mind resembled that of D„ H. Law¬ 
rence, without, of course, die gush and garrulity„ It is fids 
vitalism, even more than Ids patriotism, that explains the 
peculiar intensity of Ms attitudes towards birth and the 
family. It explains also the rooted and persistent hostility 
which lie shows towards supporters of birth control, and, 
indeed, towards any interference with sex as a natural 
function leading even lu ally to procreation. In Keep, the 
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Aspidistra Flying Gordon Comstock denounced cuntvauep 
tion as "just Another way they’ve found of bullying us A 
and in The Jtec? to Wigan Pier the birth-controllers arc 
reckoned among the worst of the half-crazed fanatics who 
hang cm the lunatic fringe of socialism. In the same book 
Orwell praises working people who get married and raise 
families on the dole. 

It annoys the old Indies in Brighton, hut it is a proof of their 
essential good sense:, they realise that losing your job dees not 
moan that you cease to be a human being, So that in one way 
tilings In the distressed areas stb not as bad as they might he. 
Life is still fairly normal, more normal than one really has the 
right to expect. Families ate impoverished, but the family sys¬ 
tem has not broken up. 

Orwell may have been in many respects a solitary, but 
in his eyes the f ainily was Important for the health of soci¬ 
ety and the fulfillment of the individual. Although he 
wrote a great deal about the unhappiness of his childhood, 
it is significant that even in his melancholy work Such, 
Such Were the JojySy he remembered his home as “ a place 
ruled by love rather than fear.” Whatever wounds his 
childhood may have given him, they did not deprive Mm 
of the desire io found a family himself, and he took a 
great pleasure in his adoptive parenthood. But tins was 
one of the aspects of his life about which Orwell was reti¬ 
cent, and I will trespass on it no further, since beyond a 
certain point one Inevitably becomes entangled ui conjec¬ 
ture- Turning to his works rather than his life, it is signifi¬ 
cant tliat two of his novels, Keep the Aspidistra Flying 
and doming Up for /lfr, end right in the heart of the fam¬ 
ily, with die prodigal heroes returning to take their medi¬ 
cine, and that one of the most unpleasant aspects of the 
Utopian society which Orwell stresses in Nineteen Eighty- 
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Four is ihe shattering of family trust by umiinig children 
into spies against their parents. 

At a time when apologies for Lhe family were almost 
entirely the work of Catholic writers. Orwell’s attitude 
was, here again, exceptional for a left-wing iiiteUectaaf 
but there is no doubt of the genuineness of his feeling that 
anything which threatened the family or interfered with 
the natural process of increase was an almost blasphe¬ 
mous attack on life itself. In Nineteen EighLy-F6ur t the 
Party pries into the sexual lives of Its members and even 
runs an Anti-Sex League (successor of the birth-control 
organizations which. ■Orwell detested in his own day),, but 
the proles carry on their sexual life without any restraint 
except tit at imposed by their own moral code. The proles 
are in this way also the successors of the early twentieth- 
century working class whom Orwell admired for then: 
lack of middle-class puritanism; in “Hie Art of Donald Mc¬ 
Gill” he observed how robustly they jested about sex, but 
also how they approved only those sexual relations that 
led in the light direction, towards- marriage well blessed 
with children. At the same time, in their jokes and songs., 
they celebrated the sexual act and the Fertility deities, the 
mother goddesses, who appeared in comic modern dis¬ 
guise on the postcards which formed their most popular 
art, 

By the curious underground ways of literary creation, 
“The Art of Donald McGilT became one of the threads 
tli; at led to Or well’s Final novel. There are few really lyri¬ 
cal passages of Nineteen Eighty-Four, but one occurs 
when Winston Smith looks out from the room above the 
antique shop just before his arrest, and sees, hanging out 
her lines of washing, a woman who might have stepped 
from a comic postcard. His attention leaves Julia, the mis¬ 
tress doomed to be sterile who stands beside him, and he 
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gazes aJmosi worshjpfully, as his thoughts, grew into an 
ecstatic reciignf tion of the indestructibility of life. 

The woman down there had no mind, she hud only strong 
arms, a warm heaTt, and a fertile belly. He wondered how 
many children she had given birth to. Jt might easily be fif¬ 
teen, She had had her momentary flowering, a year, perhaps, 
of' wild rose beauty and then she bad suddenly swollen like a 
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fertilized fruit and grown hard and red Laid dear sc, arid then 
her life bad been laundering, scrubbing-, darning., cooking, 
sweeping, polishing, mending, scrubbing, laundering, first for 
children, then for grandchildren, over thirty unbroken years, 
At the end of it she was still singing. The mystical reverence 
that lie felt, for her was somehow mixed up with the aspect of 
the pale, cloudless sky, stretching away behind the chimney 
pots into interminable distances, Tt was curious to think that 
the sky was the same for everybody, for Eurasia or Easts si a as 
Well as here. And the people under the sky were also very- 
much the same — everywhere, all over the world, hundreds 
or thousands of millions of people just like this, people igno¬ 
rant of one another's existence, held apart by wails of hatred 
and lies, and yet almost exactly the same — people who had 
never learned 10 think but who were storing up in their hearts 
and bellies and muscles the power that would one day over¬ 
turn the wmrj'd. 

It strikes one as curious, on reading such a passage, 
that Orwell should ever have gained the name of a pessi¬ 
mistic writer oriented towards death. For the more often 
one does read it, the more natural and convincing the 
whole scene of Winston looking out at the prole woman in 
the yard appears in comparison with die melodramatic 
horrors in the Ministry of Love, It Is, even, more convinc¬ 
ing than the scenes describing his physical relations with 
Julia, For Orwell’s reticence became, negarivcly* a matter 
of an when it inhibited his representation of women in 
love. The only woman character in all his books who 
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emerges convincingly is Dorothy Hare, the never-to-be- 
fulfilled and completely undangcrous spinster. 

The prole woman, of course, is inaccessible to Winston, 
and here we are back in the frustrated caste world of Or¬ 
well’s fiction. But, abstracted from that content, Winston's 
“tnystieaT contemplation of a blowsv old trollop seems to 
set ihc crown on that wistful love for the fertility of nature 
which appears in rather different forms in the earlier nov¬ 
els, Translated into social terms, it involves reverence for 
the family as the unit of reproduction and growth, and 
also as the primitive collectivity, more fundamental and 
more natural than the state. Perhaps, having been sent 
From his home to boarding school, like most boys of his 
class, fit a much too early age, Orwell bad an exaggerated 
sense of the joys of family existence. But bis respect for 
ihc institution, and his desire to sec it flourish to the end 
of renewing and multiplying the race, were strong and 
genuine, and formed yet another essentially conservative 
element in his View of life. 



WAS a stage rebel,' 1 said Cyril Connolly, describing 


J. childhood days at St. Cyprian's. “Orwell was a true 
one." 7 As Orwell observed more than once, lives look differ¬ 
ent when viewed from the inside, and Conn oily's- rebel be¬ 
came, in the subjective view of Such, Such Were the Joys, 
the everlasting victim, the predestined failure. Certainly, 
when Orwell left school and set off for a respectable post 
in the service of the Empire, the rebellion he may have 
shown at St, Cyprian's and definitely showed at Eton 
seemed like a normal* passing phase in the life of a young 
man. of the impoverished upper class. The years immedh 
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ately after tlie First World War were a dine of general fer- 
inent, when oven public-school boys harbored revolution¬ 
ary thoughts, but the world was ahumering down by 192.2., 
and Orwell with 1l. So, at least, it appeared when he de¬ 
parted from England* 

Yet it. was in the service of the Empire that Orwell was 
finally set on the course of rebellion that led him through 
anarchism to his very personal form of socialism. 11 1 err is 
no need to go further than T have done already into the 
nature of his feeling* by the time he returned from, the 
East in 1927, It is sufficient here to say that his rejection 
of mipcnalisiiv emotionally and intellectually; was com¬ 
plete, and that the memory of having lived as a ruler in an 
alien country never ceased to trouble him. 

At the same time, as the years went by, his attitude to¬ 
wards British imperialism changed considerably. Here 
there was no question of a conservative element superven¬ 
ing, Orwell never wished Britain to ret yin its imperial pos¬ 
sessions of to continue the relation ship, .intolerable for na¬ 
tions as for individuals* of the conquerors ruling over the 
conquered, But be did want to make sure that the British 
people realized what might be involved in the abandon¬ 
ment of an empire, and lie did develop o desire that jus¬ 
tice be done both Lo the men who had ended the Empire 
and also to those who had made it., at worst, more toler¬ 
able than the totalitarian empires which might later take 
its place. 

For both these purposes Orwell was in an almost 
uniquely advantageous poshibn among the intellectuals of 
his time, Though the ranks of Lhe Indian Civil Service and 
the Indian Army included some fine amateur scholars 
who helped to lav the foundation* for modern Indian 
studies, they produced few writers who could speak very 
eloquently on their behalf or discuss on the basis of day-to- 
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day experience the personal problems of empire-builders 
or empire-mam earners. In Burma, the service produced 
even Fewer writers than in [he other parts of [he Indian 
Empire; Orwell and Maurice Collis were the brilliant ex¬ 
ception's. 

It was, Orwell felt, around the Empire that British hy¬ 
pocrisy clustered most thickly. To a foreigner, the English 
cant about "standing up for the weak" was negated by the 
fact that “Britain herself held down subject populations in 
India and elsewhere.' 1 ' The upper classes had developed a 
whole series of double arguments, of wTiieh they were 
barely aware, to justify their retention of the empire: the 
working class acted as If it. did not. exist. Orwell did not 
attempt, to defend this situation, and when Mull: P L aj 
An and published his fervently nationalist Letters from In¬ 
dia, he wrote in reply a “Letter to an Indian” which ap¬ 
peared in the Tribune r 

On strictly political grounds, I cannot whack up any serious 
disagreement with you h . , For a hundred and lifty years wo 
have been exploiting you, and for at least thirty years we have 
been holding back your development. 

Yet — tins was ip j3 — he saw real difficulties in per¬ 
suading the people that India should be freed, and some of 
these came, not from the nature of capitalism, or the 
power of political conservatism, but from the promises of 
a steadily increased standard of living which were part of 
current Socialist propaganda. Orwell held the belief, 
which was current until quite late in. the ig^-o's, that the 
abandonment of the Empire would diminish automati¬ 
cally the national income of Britain and in consequence 
the standard of living of the workers. -'And as long as 
socialism teaches people to think in terms of material 
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beneflL how would Ehe British worker behave if told that 
he had lo ehoos-e between keeping India in bondage and 
lowering his own wages?” Fortunately the issue did not 
arise in this wav. There was never anv need for the British 
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workers to go onto a diet of herrings and potatoes* for the 
European economy was transformed after the war in a 
way that anyone who had passed through the depression 
found it difficult to comprehend, and the abandonment of 
the Empire did not seriously interfere with the steady 
postwar rise of the British standard of living. When Or¬ 
well wrote, however, the problem still seemed genuine 
enough, and he felt that a great conspiracy of the press 
and the political parties “of whatever color 73 (presumably 
including die Socialists and the Communists) bad con¬ 
spired to prevent the people from seeing the situation 
clearly. But he also had enough faith in the innate de¬ 
cency of the Eli Lish people to believe that with a full 
knowledge of the situation they might in any case act in 
the right way, even If it seemed to be against their mate¬ 
rial interests. In The English People he said; 

We do know . . , that they have sometimes championed 
the weak against the strong when it Was obviously not to their 
own advantage. The best example is the Irish Civil War. The 
real weapon of the Irish rebels was British public opinion, 
which was substantially on their side and prevented the Brit¬ 
ish Government from crushing the rebellion, in. the only way 
possible. 

In the event., so far as India was concerned, Orwell was 
tight. In general the British people approved of the Labor 
government’s decision to leave India, regardless of the 
possible economic consequences to themselves, for in 
1947, the prosperity of the 1950s was not yet foreseen, 
and herrings and potatoes could still have been presented 
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convincingly as an ultimate consequence of the loss of In¬ 
dia. In large part,, as Orwell admitted in the essay which 
he wrote on Gandhi after his death, this was due to the 
personal influence the Indian leader had established 
through his way of' appealing to every man's sense of de¬ 
cency. 

Orwell's analysis of situations in England was shrewd 
but amateurish in comparison with that of other left-wing 
writers, and the fact that he was right more often than 
they can be attributed mainly to his basic common sense 
and bis refusal to be bound by dogma. With regard to the 
East, however, he was one of the few British intellectuals 
who knew from the inside how colonial rule worked, The 
result was that he never developed that priggish black-and- 
white kind of judgment which most of the left-wingers 
adopted towards the Empire and its servants, 

In my view the best pieces that Orwell wrote about In¬ 
dia— which lies at the core of any discussion of British 
imperialism — were his pieces on Gandhi and Kipling. He 
was enough of a novelist for even, his essays to be best 
when they centered around the study of a personality, 
either through his life or his work; they were best of all 
when he picked an individual with whom he felt some 
kind of affinity. Gandhi and Kipling may seem poles 
apart, but Orwell had something in common with each of 
them. And both of them had for him the virtue that they 
belonged in the Indian scene and were not merely laying 
down the law from the outside. 

If we look at the Indian side of the question first, it is 
evident that though Orwell was unreservedly in favor of 
Indian independence, he did not find the movement which 
aimed at its achievement entirely congenial. “You know as 
well as I doT he said in his letter to Mulk Raj An and, '"the 
element of more nationalism, even color-hatred, that cn- 
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ters into the Indian independence movementOf t hese 
things he did not accuse Gandhi. In fact., he admired 
Gandhi’s entire lack of face or status prejudice f his un- 
compromising honesty, his willingness to take die trouble 
of discovering whatever was decent in an opponent and 
making that the basis of ills approach. On the other hand 
he found him aesthetically rather Tinpleasing, distrusted 
his religious aspirations, and saw a disturbing antiyitalist 
element in his teachings of asceticism. 

1 imagine these personal reactions to Gandhi remained 

fairly constant over a number of years. It. was in his views 
-■ ■* 

of Gandhi as a pacifist politician that Orwell changed 
quite considerably in the years between 19.-12 and 194B. In 
1942, when he, D. S. Savage, Ales Comfort and I were 
disputing in the pages of the PartiSim Review* the ques¬ 
tion of Gandhi inevitably camp up. Orwell reacted nega¬ 
tively , and took up the tough-speaking stance which he 
sometimes affected at this period; 

As an ex-Indian civil servant, it always makes me shout 
with laughter to bear, for instance, Gandhi named as an ex¬ 
ample of the success of non violence:. As long as twenty years 
ago it was cynically admitted in Anglo-Indian circles that 
Gandhi was very useful to the British government. So he will 
be to the Japanese if they get there. Despotic governments can 
stand "moral force” until the cows come home, what they fear 
is physical forte. 

Two years later, again in die Partisan Rs-tAew 7 Orwell 
bitterly attacked a book by Lionel Bidden, Beggar My 
Neighbor, which defended the Gandhian point of view, In 
this essay he makes at least one prophecy about India 
which was to be disproved only three years later, "India is 
very unlikely ever to become independent” in a full sover¬ 
eign sense, because "she is unable to defend herself,” and 
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her fate is therefore likely to be bound up with that of 
Britain and the United States; it is common decency 
rather than political reality which demands that India 
should be made “formally independent.” Here again Or¬ 
well had somewhat misread the future. After the war the 
world did not divide into two or three great power blocs in 
exactly the way he anticipated as a result of his reading of 
James Burnham; the superpowers did emerge, hut instead 
of losing by the situ a Lion, the lesser powers tended to gain 
bv playing off one bloc against the other, and in conse¬ 
quence India has acted ever since independence as a sov¬ 
ereign state in every respect, even down to defying the 
United Nations whenever it saw lit: 

Undoubtedly these unexpected circumstances helped to 
alter Orwell's estimate of Gandhi, whom he dismissed in 
the hidden review with die cavalier statement ill at he “has 
alienated the British public by his extremism and aided 
the British government by his moderation " 

“hefte Orion s on Gandlri/ published shortly after the In¬ 
dian leader's death in 1948, took the form of an extended 
review of Gandhi^ autobiographical volume, The Story of 
My Rrpi 2-riment with Truth, which Impressed Orwell with 
the honest commonplaccmess of its approach. In his essay 
Orwell radically changes his estimate of Gandhi's influ¬ 
ence and of his achievement. Where before he had stated 
flatly that Gandhi had objectively served the interests of 
the British; here he suggests that this Impression may 
have been erroneous. 

It Was apparent that die British were malting use of him, or 
thought they were making use of him . r . How reliable such 
calculations arc in the long run is doubtful; as Gandhi himself 
says, in the end deceivers deceive only them selves'"; but at 
any rate the gentleness With which, he was nearly always han¬ 
dled was due partly to the feeling that he was useful. 
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While Orwell brings up in tills essay the- familiar points 
about nonviolence, he puts them as questions -— and 
questions that need urgent discussion—rather than as 
objections. Perhaps even more than the fact of Indian in¬ 
dependence, what stood between die Orwell of 1942-1344 
and die Orwell of 1948 was the yet harder fact of the 
bomb over Hiroshima. "It is doubtful,” he says, “whether 
civilization can stand another major war, and It is at least 
thinkable that the way out lies through nonviolence.'’ 
Such an admission, which nothing could have drawn 
from Orwell before 1345, shows the flexibility of thought 
which he acquired during the last years of his life. Events 
contributed to this development — the appearance of the 
atom bomb, the disillusioning record of the postwar Labor 
government, the unexpected dissolution of the European 
empires —- but undoubtedly it was also due in part to the 
fact that at this period he was undergoing a mellowing 
experience of learning at last to live in harmony with the 
world and with himself, 

Orwell was always more willing to make allowances for 
the errors of his opponents than for die faults of hi? 
friends, and though he declared himself a Socialist and an 
anti-imperialist, he very soon began to appear as a de¬ 
fender of imperialists against the more irresponsible at¬ 
tacks of the Left. As early as Bitmap Rays he made a 
plea for understanding on behalf of government servants 
in remote colonies, corrupted by isolation and idleness. 
“Shooting an Elephant” is intended not. merely as a para¬ 
ble attacking imperialist, attitudes, but also as an explana¬ 
tion of some of the difficulties which the government serv¬ 
ant encounters when he is placed In the artificial position 
— in relation to the people among whom he lives — of 
the agent of an alien power. There are moments in “Shoot¬ 
ing an Elephant” when we find ourselves not merely in Or- 
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welTs mind, hut in that of a quintessential colonial police¬ 
man; we feel Ills exasperation at die sneering Burmese, 
we feel fas lethargic resentment at being forced to wander 
about the town in a hot and humid climate searching for a 
mad elephant,, wc feel the compulsion to show ofT before 
the natives that mate him In the end, with the greatest 
reluctance, kill an animal he has no desire to destroy. 
Tills, Orwell is saying, is a human predicament like any 
other, and the fact that the Central character is a police¬ 
man or an imperial official does not diminish ids need for 
our understanding and our compassion. 

On this occasion, admittedly, the particular colonial 
official who is standing before the crowd demanding our 
sympathy is Orwell himself, seen through the telescope of 
a ten years* memory. It is not until later, until the war 
years in fact, that we find him making a spirited defense 
of the Imperial official class in general, detested and belit¬ 
tled as they are by the entire left. Orwell's attitude to¬ 
wards the Empire, it has often been observed, became 
more ambivalent as the war situation developed, as if he 
felt that crisis had brought about a situation in which not 
merely national but also class ranks would have to be 
closed, As Malcolm Mugger id ge once remarked, there was 
"a Kipbngesque side to his character which made him ro¬ 
manticize the Raj and its mystique,* and Orwell began to 
regard as a heroic generation the old sahib class which 
had endured incredible risks and hardships in the days 
when sanitation was rudimentary and prophylactic injec¬ 
tions -were unknown. But; like everything else good, these 
great figures belonged m the past. 

The middle-cLiSis families celebrated by Kipling, the prolific 
]owbrow families, whose sons officered the Armv and Navy and 

J r 

swarmed over all the waste places of the earth from the Yukon 
to the Irrawaddy, were dwindling before 1914. The thing that 
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Jailed them was the telegraph. In a narrowing world, more and 
more governed from Whitehall, there was every year less, room 
for Individual initiative 1 r . Few able men wen i ..east of Suez 
if there was. any way of avoiding it. 

By directing: his admiration towards the Empire and the 
imperialists of the past, Orwell had rather adroitly evaded 
assuming responsibility lor the Empire of the present, 
'which lie had committed himself to opposing when he left 
Burma. Yet there is no doubt that he had a genuine admi- 
ration for the courage of the Empire builders* and also i'or 
their sense cl responsibility, in which he found his fellow 
intellectuals of the left completely lacking. This emerges 
particularly in bis essay on Kipling whie.li combines dis¬ 
like for the man, appreciation of the '‘good bad :j writer and 
esteem for a peculiar integrity which shone through all 
the j ingoism and the brutality. 

In admiring Kipling, Orwell is in part demon strati tig 
his own conservatism; the qualities he selects for approval 
are those which represent a bygone attitude, Men today, 
unless they are cowards or fools, believe — he tells us — 
in no “sanction greater than military power," By implica¬ 
tion, hs includes himself; the year Is 1942, before the 
Bomb, before the death of Gandhi, and Orwell is feeling 
00 mb a Live. Kipling, on the other hand, belongs to that en¬ 
viable ago when men believed in a "law," “He still believes 
that pride comes before, a fall, and that Lite Gods punish 
Jnihris” 

Kipling, as Orwell portrays him, is a rather odd figure, a 
hind of Flory who took the other fork 01 the road r Like 
Fiery, he is a man of the elite standing on the very edge of 
his caste, regarded by the Blimps as a bit of a bounder; it 
is even said of him, as of Flory, that he must have l a touch 
of the tarbrush," But where Flory rebels, Kipling becomes 
the poet of the caste, celebrating its group loyalties, and 
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idealizing the Empire as a means of spreading civilization 
rather than of making money. In this role Orwell finds 
him more admirable than many of the people who con¬ 
demn him, and he justifies Kipling in a paragraph which 
sums up ah his own attacks on his fellow anti-imperialists 
and all his scattered defenses of the imperial and military 
caste to which he once belonged. 

But because he identifies himself with the official class, lie 
does possess one thing which "enlightened” people seldom or 
never possess, and that is a sense of responsibility „.All 
left-wing parties in. the highly industrialized countries are at 
bottom a sham, because they make it their business to fight 
against something which they do not. really wish to destiny. 
They have in [emotionalist aims, and at the same time they 
struggle to keep up a standard of life with which those aims 
are incompatible, We ail live by robbing Asiatic coolies, and 
those of us who are “enlightened” all maintain that those 
coolies ought to be set free; but our standard of living, and 
hence our "enlightenment,” demands that the robbery shall, 
continue. A humanitarian is always a hypocrite,, and Kipling’s 
Understanding of this is perhaps the central secret of his 
power to create telling phrases. It would be difficult to hit off 
the one-eyed pacifism of the English in fewer words than in 
the phrase “making mock of uniforms that guard yon while 
you sleep. 1 '' It is true that Kipling does not understand the eco¬ 
nomic aspect of the relationship between the highbrow and 
the Blimp. He does not see that the map is pointed red chiefly 
in order that the coolie maybe exploited. Instead, of the coolie 
he secs the Indian Civil Servant; but even on that plane his 
grasp of function, of who protects whom, is very sound. He 
sees ciearlv that men can only be highly civilized while other 
men; inevitably less civilized, are there to guard and feed 
them. 

One’s immediate reaction to a, passage of this kind is to 
point out that history has shown that the humanitarians 
were not insincere, since they have got off the backs of the 
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colonial peoples, at such a rate that now the only imperial 
powers in the old exploitative sense are China, Russia and 
Portugal. One could also remark that Orwell too, living- on 
ills three pounds a week, was taking part in Lhe racket he 
denounced, nut he was always ready for the “you're an¬ 
other' 1 ' argument, as he called it. He would have answered 
that, he was honesL enough to admit the fact, while others 
were not. And here we get some measure of the role he 
saw himself playing —■ that of the disinfecting voice of 
decency in Lhe left. Let us be decern enough not lo sneer 
at honorable opponents! Let us be frank enough to admit 
our own inconsistencies, to grant that we may not always 
be fine enough to live up to our principles! The unique 
thing about Orwell was that he managed to say such 
things and still to seem, not a prig, but a plain man full of 
honest, anger. 

But there were deeper motives underlying Orwell’s for¬ 
ays among the intellectuals than a desire to call them 
back to honest w r ays. Most of his friends were themselves 
intellectuals, as he was, and as individuals he iiked Lhem, 
but. as a class the intelligentsia aroused his repulsion and 
even — one always felt — his fear. The irrationality of 
his aiiiLudc is particularly evident when w r c come to the 
question of education, and realize how consistently he ele¬ 
vated the half-educated workingman above the intellec¬ 
tual. 

In practice. Orwell had a kind of double standard 
where education was concerned. It was probably, he 
would tell one, desirable for rniddlc-class people like him¬ 
self to send their children to public schools. Where else, 
with their background, could they fk in while society re¬ 
mained the divided structure it was? Besides, schools Like 
Eton had one great virtue, he said in an article in the Ob¬ 
server during 1948, "and that is a tolerant and civilized 
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atmosphere which gives each l>ov a Fall chance of devel¬ 
oping his individuality," At the other end of the scale, 
however, he wrote In The Rond w Wigttn Pier an extraor¬ 
dinary passage of rabid antischulasticism in which he 
praises the workers because “where 'education' touches 
their own lives* they see through it and reject it by a 
healthy instinct, 0 He goes on to paint the picture of the 
normal ■working-class boy, pining for the fourteenth birth¬ 
day when he will leave school and “be doing real work, 
not wasting his time on ridiculous rubbish like history 
and geography," A -working-class you tit at eighteen, he 
maintains, is a man while a middle-class boy attending a 
public school is still a baby. 

Education is thus revealed as one of the many swindles 
in the Orwellian racket-world> and the workers appear to 
make up for it with a kind of instinct;, an Innate common 
sense, that makes them move forward cautiously and re¬ 
main suspicious of “modem ideas” which the intellectuals 
accept eagerly and without question. Hi us, because of 
their innate conservatism, the workers have shown them¬ 
selves less inclined than the intellectuals to fall, for totali¬ 
tarian creeds. Two quotations in which Orwell compares 
the .intellectuals and the workers will suffice to make the 
point, 


The common man is still living in the mental world of 
Dickens, but nearly every modem intellectual his gone over 
to seme form of totalitarianism, ^Charles Dickens,” 193QJ 

The intelligentsia, are (be people who squeal loudest against 
Fascism, and. yet a respectable proportion of them, collapse 
into defeatism when the pinch comes . . , With the working 
class it is the other way about. Too Ignorant to see through 
the trick that is being played on them, they easily swallow the 
promises of Fascism, yet sooner or later they always take up 
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the struggle again. {“Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War;”' 
1942] 

The picture of the totalitarian intellectual is as unreal 
as that, of the slovv-inoving. cautious hut instinctively sane 
worker, as Orwell must have found almost every time he 
actually met a writer he had previously denounced in 
print for fascism or some similar sin. I can suggest only 
one reason for the obstinacy of Orwell’s illusions on this 
point The intellectual par gxmllerice in his view was the 
college-trained waiter of the type that controlled much of 
the London literary worlds and among whom such doc¬ 
trines as communism and a kind of Catholic neo-fascism 
were popular during the Thirties. Such writers by no 
means represented the whole literary or intellectual 
World-* which in England until very recent years has re¬ 
mained largely nonacademic, hut to Orwell, essentially a 
self-taught man and too proud to piay the game of cliques, 
they did loom particularly large in Ins early unsuccessful 
days of effort. By the end of 1943 it was evident even to 
Orwell himself that his period of struggle had passed and 
tliat he was at least on the edge of rhe literary establish¬ 
ment. It is significant that just at this point his attitude 
towards the intellectuals began to change, swinging From 
abuse to defense, so that now, in 19 ■■•} 3 and 1944, he began 
to publish in the Tribune and elsewhere articles berating 
the leaders and doctrinaire theoreticians of the left-wing 
parties for their total failure to understand the part which 
writers might play in the achievement of socialism. Simi¬ 
larly. by the time he wrote The English People in 1947, he 
was willing to think in terms of an educational system 
based 011 ability rather than on class. But to the very end 
he retained, like ToMoi, the haunting feeling that among 
die sc whose intelligences had not been shaped by learning 
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there might lie ways of understanding life which were 
closed forever to the intellect util mind. 


vii 

I N THE LAST few chapters I have presented some of 
the aspects of Orwellian polemics which demonstrate 
how difficult It. is to fit him into any accepted political pat¬ 
tern, From the day he published The Road to Wigan Pier 
in 1936, until his death in 1.950, not only the Commu¬ 
nists, who frankly hated him, but also many doctrinaire 
Socialists within the Labor Party felt that their movement 
would have been better oil without an advocate so given to 
prickly criticism and so liable to lapse into embarrassing 
bouts of conservatism r Even when such men praise Mm* 
they do it in a way that throws doubts either upon his mo¬ 
tives or upon his emotional stability. An example is John 
Be avail, one of the Labor Party’s tame journalists, who 
was given the task of discussing The Road to Wigun Pier 
in the Orwell memorial number of the World Review. 
Beavan begins by remarking that "Orwell's quest for the 
workers was a failure,” and that "fee never appreciated, 
therefore, the virtues of the Labor Party and the trade un¬ 
ion movement which fulfill so successfully the English 
wage-earner’s needs," Condescendingly, he adds: “It is as 
a great critic of socialism that Orwell Will be remembered, 
not as the Socialist missionary be would have Liked to her 
But the rest of Iris article is devoted to throwing doubt 
upon the great critic’s credentials by discussing: vaguely 
but portentously, the “acute personal problems" which 
prevented Orwell from ever making contact with the kind 
of solid, Intelligent trade unionists who, Beavan suggests, 
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would immediately have put him right on tlie plight of the 
workers and the virtues of the Labor Party. 

I imagine that almost every orthodox Labor Party theo¬ 
retician would share Beavarfs attitude towards Orwell* 
who found acceptance — and that temporarily — only in 
the group of left-wing intellectuals which gathered around 
the Tribune and was always regarded as extreme and un¬ 
reliable by die pundits of Transport House. Of course, 
from the point of view of an orthodox party organizer, 
there is something to be said for Be avail's arguments. Or¬ 
well accused left-wing intellectuals of being "irrespon¬ 
sible,” but this was precisely what he himself appeared to 
the men who were anxious to build up party discipline. 
Already, in 1936, Victor Goll&ncz had complained about 
the "strange indiscretion” of' much that Orwell said about 
Socialists in The Road to Wigtiji Pier, and I am sure that 
many Labor Party supporters agreed with him. They 
probably agreed even more heartily in 1947, when Orwell 
remarked in The Englim. People on the extent to which 
the distinctions between the Conservative and the Labor 
parties were becoming blurred* so that every year their 
mutual resemblance grew greater, 

Orwell, in fact* wanted to speak as a Socialist* but at the 
same time to be free of any party discipline so that he 
could say at any moment exactly what he thought or felt 
without regard for the consequences. By 1943, he was be¬ 
ginning to find that the orthodox Socialists did not want 
him on Eli cse terms, and In that year he wrote In the 'Trib¬ 
une an article on the subject whose tone suggests drat lie 
was speaking from the bitterness of personal experience. 

There is no knowing just how much the Socialist movement 
has lost by alienating the literary intelligentsia.. But It has 
alienated them, partly by confusing tracts with literature, and 
partlv by having jio room in It for a bum.ariisdc culture. A 
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writer can vote Labor as easily as anyone else, but it is very 
difficult for Mm to take part In the Socialist movement nfl n 
wHier. Goth the book-trained doctrinaire and the practical 
politician will despise Mm as a "bourgeois intellectual/ and 
will lose no opportunity of telling him so. They will have much 
the same attitude towards Ms work a& a golfing stockbroker 
would have. 

Any doctrinaire political group, from the Anarchists on 
the left to the Conservatives on the right, distrusts a free 
mind, as Orwell and the rest of us discovered at that time, 
but it is only by keeping his mind free that the writer can 
carry out his function. That this implied a division be¬ 
tween literature and practical politics Orwell found it 
hard to admit, but in the end he did admit it, and one of 
his last essays, "Writers and Leviathan/ was devoted to 
exploring the implications. He still insisted that a writer 
who believed in socialism should be willing to take part in 
political activity,, but as a. citizen, “not a iwriter* 

Whatever else he does in the service of his party, he should 
never write for it, He should make it clear that his- writing is a 
thing apart. And he should! be able to act cooperatively while, 
if he chooses, completely rejecting the official ideology. lie 
should never turn back from a train of thought because it may 
load to a heresy, and he should not mind very much if his 
unuTthodo^y Is smelt out, as it probably will be. Perhaps it is 
even a bad sign in a writer if he Is not suspected of reactionary 
tendencies today, just it was a bad sign if he wss nut sus¬ 
pected of Communist sympathies twenty years ago. 

Orwell was not recruiting residents for ihc ivory tower; 
on the contrary. He believed that the writer should be con¬ 
cerned about his world and his time; he should make it 
the subject of his writing; he should allow his political 
ideals to Influence his literary style. Yet the very fact that 
he observes the world independently will make him sus- 
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poet to the party bosses and the gramophone doctrinaires. 
He must reconcile himself to fighting “as an individual, an 
outsider, at the most an unwelcome guerilla, on the flank 
of a regular army/' 'Ibis, in. effect, is what Orwell had al¬ 
ways done,, with no scruples against sending an occa¬ 
sional burst of fire near enough to the ears of his fellow 
Socialists to keep Lhem up io scratch. 

Obviously, in Orwell's view, individual integrity and 
even, on occasion, individual caprice stand above political 
loyalty, and tilts fact alone makes one hesitate about re¬ 
garding him as a politician at all. It is in the nature of the 
political animal to hunt in packs. The lone hunter belongs 
to smother race-—the race of moralists. The differences 
between politician and moralist are clear. The hist is con¬ 
cerned with acquiring power in order to implement a cer¬ 
tain program (which may be merely the consolidation of 
power), and for liim the means are always, subordinate to 
the end. For the moralist the means arc all-important; the 
quality of the act rather than its results is what he has first 
in mind. Yet the moralist does not go as far as the mystic 
and declare like Krishna in the Bknyavud Gita that we 
should be concerned only with action, never with its fruits. 
He would say ra ther that die action and its fruits cannot 
be divided, that one acts always to an end, but the end vriil 
be distorted and the fruit be evil if the action is wrong. 

Here precisely, on this moral position, is where Orwell 
stood. Despite his frequent boasts of being more realistic 
and down to the bleak earth than any other Socialist intel¬ 
lectual, lie was idealistic enough to believe that the politi¬ 
cal deeds of men could be governed by an austere rule 
which would preclude the deceptions and dishonesties 
usually associated with such activity. Politics, he admit¬ 
ted, was a dirty game. But his whale paint was tit at it 
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need not be dirty, And that was a moralist's point, not a 
politician’s. 

Spender once said that Orwell was “really” the Socialist 
tliat "hutidiods of others only pretend lo be.’" If he meant 
tills in ordinary political terms be was obviously wrong. If 
lie meant it in the sense that Orwell saw socialism — un¬ 
like the politicians and the doctrinaires — as the social 
aspect of an all-embracing moral attitude, then he was 
right. Here, though differing from them in many details* 
On veil stood much nearer to the Anarchists, like Godwin 
and Proudhon, who contended that the organization of so¬ 
ciety must he inspired by moral vision, than to the Social¬ 
ists. He was doubtless, encouraged in this viewpoint by his 
contact with the Spanish Anarchists and libertarian So¬ 
cialists, for it is significant, how much space he devoted In 
H&maffi to Catalonia to recording the moral rather than 
die political atmosphere of Catalonia in the whiter of 
1936-1937 and to wowing the heightened temper of indi¬ 
vidual moraliLy in a society rejuvenated by a revolutionary 
spirit. Certs inly there was little in his attitude that resem¬ 
bled cither the calculating reformism to which the British 
Labor Party at its worst descended, or the materialist real- 
poltlik of the Marxists-, 

Orwell *s vision of socialism could be stated as simply a5 

Tolstoi’s vision of Christianity. He did not often demand 

■■ 

specific material improvements for the workers; he de¬ 
manded instead the establishment of liberty and justice as 
the guiding principles of society, on the assumption that 
the rest would Lhen automatically he added. But to achieve 
liberty 7 and justice, and to keep them, yye must not only be 
prepared to struggle — "to deliver lectures in drafty halls, 
lo chalk pavements, to canvass voters, to distribute 
leaflets, even to fight in civil wars," We .must also be pre- 
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pared to do these tilings cleanly; to be honest with our¬ 
selves and others about the hind of acts we intend to carry 
out and their consequences.; to behave decently and fairly. 
Except that Orwell allows for violent action if necessary, 
his whole conception of the fight for justice reminds one 
of Gandhi and his largely successful attempt to organize a 
political struggle that would be waged without hatred, 
The resemblance lies in the fact that both men were mor¬ 
alists, and would consider the battle lost if it were won in 
the wrong way. 

All the elements of Orwell’s view of life that must seem 
aberrant to the average orthodox Socialist (though few are 
honest enough to say so now fame has made him such an 
ornament to the cause) can be traced to the fact that al¬ 
ways he based his stand on a personal morality rather 
than on a party program. He feared material progress be¬ 
cause it was morally softening, and he rejected excessive 
education for the same reason. The family he saw as a 
morally regenerating institution; and birth control and 
abortion as manifestations of moral degeneration, A great 
deal of sheer sentimentality entered into his attitudes to¬ 
wards England, the imperial tradition and the working 
class, but his upbringing and bis family traditions made 
him perceive something virtuous in public service, even fn 
a shabby cause like that of a dying empire, while his vi¬ 
sion of working-class life wa.s essentially that of the Spar¬ 
tan moralist, dwelling happily on the thought of the ideal 
workingman who enjoys the comforts of sufficiency and is 
uncorrupted either by the evils of abundance which afflict 
the rich or by the naggings of ambition which disturb the 
peace of the gcntcci poor. Even Unveils anxiety over the 
decay of history, and his passion for dean, exact prose, 
had moral roots in the desire to sustain truth. 

It would indeed be hard to weld Orwell's attitudes into a 
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clear-cui ethical system, and he certainly never attempted 
It. As 1 have already said, lie was not philosophically in¬ 
clined. at least in an academic sense. Like many miters 
who rely on the impressionist style and die Free flow of 
argument, he never constructed an elaborate theoretical 
frame for his thought. Rather he enlarged the simple code 
of decency of a middle-class liberal into a rough-and-ready 
morality., extending it politically to include the basic ele¬ 
ments of democratic socialism. It was a morality of aus¬ 
tere virtues and wholesome life, bound up with a deep love 
of nature, and in large part reducible to the Familiar 
phrases of proverbial wisdom. But it was sincerely,, almost 
fiercely held, and It sustained him through twenty years of 
battling against hypocrisy., obscurantism and tyranny. 

So much of Orwell’s energy was spent on attacking the 
totalitarian tendencies which seemed to imperil the fu hire 
of any kind of moral life for humanity that he did not 
devote very much time to elaborating Socialist plans or 
programs, He never produced any work setting out clearly 
and concisely what he meant by socialism, arid one has to 
search through his writings for the fragments that enable 
one to build up the picture for oneself. Partly, this was be¬ 
cause of his anti-Utopian frame of mind; he shared the 
feeling of most liber tartan Socialists that We have no right 
to plot die future which others may live, and he felt that 
■excessive planning in any case carried die danger of creat¬ 
ing a rigid society in which the evils of power would be 
inescapable. 

He never 1 returned in later life to his early rejection of 
the state as a basic framework of society. Indeed, he held 
that some system of law and compulsion was probably in 
the long run more conducive to freedom than none at all. 
For example, in his essay on Swift, 'Tolltics vs. Literature 1 ' 
{1946), he discussed the kinds of pressure exerted in the 
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theoretically hhcrtarian Utopia of the Hoiiybnhnms. This 
was the conclusion he drew. 

Tn a society whore there is no lavf* arid in theory no compul¬ 
sion. the only mbs ter of tehnvior is public opinion- hut public 
opinion, because of the tremendous urge to conformity in 
gregarious animals, is loss toleiant than any system of law. 
When human beings are governed by "thou shall not,” the in¬ 
dividual can practice a certain amount of eccentricity: when 
they are supposedly governed by "love" or "reason," he is under 
continuous pressure to m ake him behave and think in, exactly 
the same way as everyone else. 

A year later, in "Lear, Tolstoi .and ihe Fool,* he returned to 
the same question, and gave more or less the same an¬ 
swer, 'Whether or not this is a valid criticism of the Anar¬ 
chist poiilion, die fact that the question troubled Orwell 
shows that at this period he was thinking very deeply on 
the nature of power in all its aspects; 'Nineteen Eighty- 
Four. of course, demonstrates that he did not minimize 
the corresponding danger that could come from a state too 
highly organized. 

But wc can only determine the kind of state or the form 
of government he would favor by a series of rather vague 
surmises, since what he did say on this subject was 
marred by incondusiveness and even inconsistency. For 
example, he rejected the totalitarian state based on a sin¬ 
gle party, whcLher it existed in Russia, in Germany,, or in 
the future of England., Yet he also contended in The Road 
to $fcigan Pier that socialism should broaden its appeal to 
indues the millions of the. lower middle class to join the 
workers in overthrowing the "plutocracy"; it i&hard to see 
how such a development could result in anything less 
than the establishment of a single-party slate. Again, he 
disliked the police, but. he favored heavy taxation of the 
rich and the childless, which would necessitate the estab- 
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lishment of an elaborate civil service of the kind that 
already — fifteen years after his death — governs the 
inhabitants of most modern countries as effectively as a 
secret police force, but even more insidiously, thanks to 
its network of forms, registrations and computers. He de¬ 
manded., on occasion, the nationalization of all industry 
and of all land holdings over fifteen acres., but be never 
Stated clearly what kind of machinery should he created 
to a [finally ter the nationalized holdings ; at times, as 1 
have said, he talked as though he favored a wide degree of 
workers’ control of industry, but if this were the case he 
used the word ^nationalization” mislcadinsiv, since what 

Ll J ■ 

he actually meant was- “socialization,” That he may have 
intended something different from state control of indus¬ 
try is suggested by the fact that in The English Peoplel he 
adopted the libertarian idea of decentralization, arguing 
that the system of administration based on London should 
be broken down, that Wales, Scotland and the English 
regions should be given greater autonomy, that local uni¬ 
versities, the provincial press and local cultures should 
be encouraged. He combined the call for decentralization 
with a suggestion that die trend towards urbanization 
should lie halted, and that rural life should bo renewed 
and civilized to keep people from leaving the land and to 
revive agriculture. 

On the whole, there was nothing very revolutionary 
about any of Orwell’s proposals for a Socialist society; 
many of the things he suggested were no more than lib¬ 
eral reforms which have since been carried oul in coun¬ 
tries that in no way consider themselves Socialist. But the 
details always struck him as unimportant. It was impor¬ 
tant, on the other hand, to make the people recognize the 
injustices that existed among them, and to make them 
aware of the dangers to liberty that might lie in the future. 
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Then they might, realize their own ability to bring about 
changes, and develop within them the genius to create a 
good society. This was a vision of moral regeneration lead¬ 
ing to political reform. But it was essential to Orwell's 
view of life that the change should begin with the inward 
recognition of the truth, about one's world, about oneself. 
Unless that took place, socialism could only be a mechani¬ 
cal process leading to the totalitarian nighfcmare. 











Prose Like a Windowpane 

Orwell as Critic and Stylist 


J UDGED by the criteria of literary mandarins* George 
Orwell is a writer of mcuiunacntat imperfections> who 
never produced a well-balanced novel or a critical essay 
devoid of some marring propagandist intent. Judged;, on 
the other hand, by the standards of the avant-garde, his 
work seems conservative, obvious, at times even naive. 
His interests and his tastes were limited; compared with 
Herbert Read be knew nothing of the visual arts; com¬ 
pared with Arthur Koestler he was a novice in the physical 
sciences; compared with almost any of the leading French 
novelists of bis time he was a positive ignoramus in phi¬ 
losophy; and he had learned less psychology than many 
an intelligent undergraduate. Even his reading was lim¬ 
ited, and few of the authors he read In later years en¬ 
grossed his attention so much or left such a lasting mark 
on his mind as those great Victorians and Edwardians 
who had impressed him in his youth, Dickens and Thack¬ 
eray, Gissing and Wells, 

Yet the impression he has left is that of an open rather 
than a circumscribed nature, His pose was dial of the 
plain, uncomplicated man, but lie was far more protean 
than he chose to appear, and in the varied facets of 
achievement and personality he presented, we can find 
die clues to the appeal lie made to so many people of 
different types. It is a variety which the very arrangement 
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of this book reflects— the man, the myth-maker, the po¬ 
lemicist, the stylist. Many people, and particularly those 
who knew him personally, were am acted by the man they 
watched changing and developing in relation to his world. 
“I have always believed,” said Julian Symons, a close 
friend, ''that what Orwell wrote is less Important than 
what he was.” Others, who knew him less directly, have 
been attracted by the myth which he constructs in his 
novels, the myth of the rebel caught in the pressures of a 
society dominated and fatally divided by class. Yet others 
have, taken the view that Orwell's ideas — his world per¬ 
spective -— were far more important than anything else 
about him. John Wain, who docs not appear to have been 
attracted by the Orwellian persona, was typical of these, 
“A man has a right to have his opinions criticized at the 
level of opinionJ’ he remarked dryly, "no matter how 
many embarrassing anecdotes wc can remember about 
him." And finally there arc those, relatively uninterested 
in Orwell the man, and unimpressed by his themes or his 
ideas, who are still delighted by the quality of his literary 
style, its firmness, its colloquial vigor, its unpretentious 
vividness, and, above all, its limpid clarity. 

Orwell would have regarded such distinctions as irrele¬ 
vant, He was not indifferent to the impression he made as 
a man, since he valued friendships and was willing to 
make concessions in order to retain them- but he did not 
consider that this had any tiling to do with his vocation as 
a writer, except for the fact that his choice of a profession 
provided him with friends whose interests were literary 
and political like his own. As for the rest — the writer's 
literary personality and its projection in myth, the ideas 
the writer expresses., the language in which he expresses 
them —- all these were, in his view, closely Interlinked. 
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Purpose could determine the character of prose, as he 
suggested in Ms laic essay "Why 1 Write,” 

And looking back through my work, 1 see that it is invari¬ 
ably where I lacked a political purpose that 1 wrote lifeless 
hooks and was betrayed into purple passages, sentences with¬ 
out meaning, decorative adjectives, and humbug generally, 

But the purpose was not everything;- otherwise many 
sincere men with sound ideas would be better writers than 
they are. In consequence, Orwell found himself forced, 
though somewhat uneasily, to include “aesthetic enthusi¬ 
asm'” among the four "great motives" for writing prose 
which he listed in the same essay; the other three were 
“sheer egoism,” “historical impulse" and “'political pur¬ 
pose.” Eut the unsureness of his grip on aesthetic theory, 
one of those realms of abstract thought in which he felt 
least happy, is shown by the imprecision of his definition 
of the aesthetic modve< 

Perception of beauty in the external world, or, on the other 
hand, in words, and their right arrangement. Pleasure in the 
impact of one sound on another, in the firmness of good prase 
or the rhyilmi of a good story. Desire to share an experience: 
which one feels is valuable and ought not to be missed. 

While the first two items in this list are valid enough, the 
third is not, since all experiences are not aesthetic, arid 
mere communication is not art, Yet the definition as a 
whole is valuable, since it does show what, apart from its 
didactic element, uniting actually meant to Orwell. 

The .impulse to render his own experiences into some 
meaningful form was in fact much stronger in him than 
the impulse to invent original situations and sequences of 
events, This was largely because he Felt die political issues 
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that pressed upon a writer in his day were Loo urgent to 
allow him to stray into oilier worlds than the familiar.. He 
made this clear in his comments on Kocstier's novel of 
classical antiquity The Gladiators r which he compared 
With Flaubert's much more successful historical novel 
Siitammbth 

Flaubert could think him self into the stony cruelty of antiq¬ 
uity, because in the mid-nine tec nth century one still had peace 
of mind, One had time to travel ijn the past, Nowadays the 
present and the future arc too terrifying to be escaped from, 
and if one bothers with history it is in order to find modern 
meanings there ; . . Whereas Flaubert had been able, by a 
pro)uriiged -effort of the imagination, to make his mercenaries, 
truly pre-Christian * Spartaeuti is a modem man dressed up. 

Significantly, Orwell only dip into the past — the past 
of Lower Einfield — describes & period, if not an actual 
place, which he remembered from, his own childhood and 
which therefore forms a facet of his own experience. 
Ninsi.een Eighty-Four is, admittedly, a novel about the fu¬ 
ture, but the future conceived as a degenerated present, 
extending along the lines of absurd logic the experiences 
of a contemporary Everyman. Only in Animal Farm,. 
leaping into the world of fable, does Orwell let invention 
come into full play. 

OrwelTs other and more exact definitions of the aes¬ 
thetic apply with equal force to his own writings. Beauty 
in the external world, the beauty of natural surroundings, 
of animals and birds, is an element in almost all his 
books; the descriptions of the jungle in the hunting se¬ 
quences of Burmese Days f of the Kentish hop-fields and 
orchards in A Clergy mans Baugh Wr f the haunting evoca¬ 
tion of the stark Spanish mountains in Homage to Catfc 
loni'{i. P are unusually fine pieces of landscape waiting. 
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But this is the outer aesthetic—-what prompts tlie 
writer by its external beauty, The irmer aesthetic comes 
with the "“perception of beauty r . . in words and Lheir 
right arrangement/' in Lire “pleasure in the impact of one 
Sound on another, in the firmness of good prose or the 
rhythm of a good story,” Farther on in "Why I Write” 
(which, characteristically, Orwell wrote for his friend 
John Atkins to publish in a IIllIc magazine called Qangrel 
that made at best a token payment), he remarks that his 
aim since he returned from Spain has been to turn politi¬ 
cal writing into an art. The first impulse for whatever he 
has written In that period has been to expose a lie or to 
draw attention to a fact. 

Bat I could not do the work of wri tmg a book, or even a Jong 
magazine article, if it were not also an aesthetic experience. 
Anyone who cares to examine any work will see that even 
when it is downright propaganda it contains much that A full- 
time politician would consider Irrelevant. I am not able, and I 
do not want, completely to abandon the world view that I ac¬ 
quired in childhood. So long as I remain alive and well I shall 
continue to feel strongly about prose style, to love the surface 
of the earth, and to take a pleasure in solid objects and scraps 
of useless information, Ir is no use trying to suppress that shift 
of myself. The job Is to reconcile my in grained likes and dis¬ 
likes with the essentially public, nonindividuaj activities that: 
tliia age forces on all of us, 

FJere Orwell fully exposes the particular duality that 
makes him almost unique among the writers of his time, 
the combination of a deep social indignation with the kind 
of autonomous and eccentrically curious mind that is 
proper to the artist/ Interpenetrating in such a way that it 
is really impossible to conceive one without the other. For 
one of Orwelhij most significant characteristics, as a man 
and as a miter, was his almost complete lack of aesthetic 
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affectation; though he was in fact one of [he best prose 
writers of our lime, he never sought to make any distinc¬ 
tion between his imaginative work and the social criticism 
towards which he always felt impelled; such a distinction 
would have seemed unnatural to him, in this he differed 
profoundly from a writer like Andre Gide„ who during his 
period of involvement in left-wing politics virtually ceased 
to write Imaginatively, by implication conceding that 
there was something contaminating about the activity of 
social protest. The difference between the two writers lay, 
l suspect, in the fact that Gide came so late to the point of 
protesting against the nature of contemporary society that 
his indignation could not become the main core of his 
work, as it had been from the beginning for Orwell, who 
served his apprenticeship to writing with the guilt of an 
accomplice of imperialism burning in his heart. 

Yet, unlike those writers whose minds have been en¬ 
slaved by party creeds, Orwell was not a mere propagan¬ 
dist whose work was dominated and warped by an out¬ 
wardly imposed (discipline. "All ait is propaganda . . 
he said. “On the other hand* all propaganda is not art/' He 
was, indeed, an engaged writer — though never in the 
narrow sense a partisan'—but his engagement was no 
mere intellectual attitude; it was a passion bom of experi¬ 
ence and absorbed so com.pletc]v into his personal philos¬ 
ophy tliat it became the inner subject of his books, around 
which die action played like a continuous allegory in vari¬ 
ous forms, and even of his briefest and roost occasional 
essays. 

It is for this reason that GrwelFs critical writings have a 
peculiar importance in considering his work in general, 
since they show him developing his own altitude towards 
the relationship between the writer and die world, and an. 
examination of them is the almost necessary prelude to a 
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consideration of the more formal qualities of his writing. 

There are very clear and self-imposed limitations to 
OrwefTs critical scope. He denied the possibility of any 
genuine evaluative criticism, and it was m this denial 

— reiterated on several occasions — that, his deliberate 
identification with the plain unintellectual man was most 
strongly expressed. Two passages in his essay “Lear, Tol¬ 
stoi and the Fool” express the point very dearly. In the 
first he states his view of the only true criterion of 'literary 
merit. 

In reality there is no kind of evidence nr argument by which 
one can show that Shakespeare, ot any other writer, Is "good ” 
Not is there any way of definitely proring that — for; instance 

— Warwick Deeping is 'hade™ Ultimately there is no lest of 
liferaiy merit except survival, which is itself an index to ma¬ 
jority opinion. 

At this point Orwell demonstrates that populist conserv¬ 
atism enters into even his attitudes towards literature, 
What is established in the minds of a sufficient number of 
people over a sufficient period of time is good. This, by 
implication, denies the value of mere experimentailsm for 
its own sake, since it is only a generation ahead that we 
shall begin to know whether the avant-garde writing of to¬ 
day has stood the basic test of goodness; every writer 
works in the vacuum of his own esteem, condemned never 
to have a real idea — unless he outlives his mam work as 
long as Hardy did — whether what he has done is “good" 
or otherwise. It also, as Orwell suggests, demonstrates die 

ultimate futility of anv kind of evaluative criticism. 

-■ ¥ 

Tolstoi was perhaps the most admired literary man of his 
age, and he was certainly not its least able pamphleteer. He 
turned all Inis powers of denunciation against Shakespeare, 

like all the guns of a battleship roaring simultaneously. And 
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with what result? Forty years later Shakespeare is still there 
completely unaffected, and of the attempt to demolish him 
nothing, remains except the yellowing pages of a pamphlet 
which hardly anyone has read, and which would be forgotten 
altogether if Tolstoi had not aLso been the author of Wat otwi 
Peace and Anna Karenina , 

It is easy to note the flaws in Orwell's contention that 
^survival/ 1 considered as “an index to majority opinion/' 
Is the sole genuine criterion of literary merit. Even as a 
general proposition one regards it with distrust because of 
the vagaries of literary reputations over the centuries. 
How, for example, Is one to account lor the fluctuations in 
the stool; of writers like Donne, Milton and Tennyson? 
Does the present decline of Scott's popularity mean that 
he is a “bad" writer'? And if fashion catches up with, him., 
will he be “good” again? Very often a completely extrane¬ 
ous circumstance can change the nature of a, writer's rep¬ 
utation. A hundred years ago Virgil and Horace were still 
much quoted writers in England, but since then a change 
in the British educational system lias reduced their pres¬ 
ent readership to a tiny minority of even the literary- 
minded public; does this mean they have ceased to be 
“good writers?” in dealing with contemporary writers Or¬ 
well in practice often ignored his rule, talking of "the best 
waiters of our generation” (most of whom he found to be 
fascistically inclined), and discussing writers like Yeats 
and Eliot in tones which left no doubt at all that he con¬ 
sidered them superior to, say.. Kipling or Noyes. And when 
he was discussing the chances of fashion he took upon 
himself the role of posterity to 'such an extent as to proph¬ 
esy, accurately as it turned out, that a number of Hous- 
man’s poems were not “likely to remain long out of favor,” 
Furthermore, lie certainly made comparative judgments 
among his own books, rating Farm high and A 
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Clergyman?# Daughter bw. Fin ally, it is doubtful if he 
would have continued to write with such dedication for 
the second half of his life, or would have resented the im- 
perceptiveuess of publishers so much, if he had not been 
convinced that he was, at least part of the time, a “good” 
waiter. 

As for Orwell's- point about “majority" opinion, here he 
Is surely on the shakiest ground of all, It. is doubtful if 
Shakespeare, even aL the height of die Elizabethan period, 
was really the taste of the majority. And when we look at 
books which have survived over the centuries, and which 
seem very much alive to those who still read them today, 
we find tliat their appeal has often been to a relatively 
small number of people in each generation. Was the Sa¬ 
tyr icon, or The Way of the World, or The Charterhouse of 
Parma at any time the reading of the majority? Yet all of 
them have survived., and deservedly so. 

At the same time one has to remember that many works 
have survived for long periods in the popular esteem de¬ 
spite the fact that by any kind of acceptable literary crite¬ 
ria they were inferior to other works which have almost 
vanished from memory, they make their appeal to the 
more spurious emotions — to sen ti men tali iy or that pale 
cousin of sadism which goes by the name of ghoulish ness. 
Orwell realized the existence of this problem, and found a 
ready solution to it by inventing a class of “good had" writ¬ 
ing. He makes the point particularly strongly in Ills dis¬ 
cussion of Kipling t pointing out that at his worst "Kipling 
is almost a shameful pleasure, like the taste for cheap 
sweets that some people secretly carry into middle life," 
and that even in his best passages, “one has the sense of 
being seduced by something spurious, and yet unquestion¬ 
ably seduced/' The answer to the problem, Orwell tells us, 
lies in admitting Kipling^s badness. 


300 THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT 

One can, perhaps, place Kipling more satisfactorily than by 
with the words “verse” and “poetry ,' 7 if one describes 
him simply as a good bat! poet lie is as a poet what Harriet 
Needier Stowe was as a novelist. And the mere existence of 
work of tills kind, which is perceived by generation after gen- 
era cion to be vulgar and yet. goes on being read, tells one some¬ 
thing about the age we live in, 

There is a great deal of Orwellian whimsicality in this 
talk about survival being the only real criterion of good 
literature, about the majority being right, and about “good 
bad writing/' It was one of Orwell's customary tricks In 
his long game with the intellectuals to try to startle them 
by suddenly assuming the mask of the philistine. Never¬ 
theless, even allowing for shock tactics, these arguments 
have to be taken with a great deal more than a pinch of 
salt, Orwell's literary populism was sincere enough, he 
felt that there was a vitality in the life of the common peo 
pie tliat could not be dismissed, and much of his time was 
devoted to examining the strange arts of this working- 
class culture, alien to his own, so that we cannot dismiss 
his “ordinary man's view” as entirely tin serious. He was 
concerned deeply with the social roots of art, and particu¬ 
larly of literature, and when he came to a layer of society 
that nurtured types different from those cultivated in the. 
greenhouses of the intelligentsia, he. had to make the 
effort to judge them in their own terms. His literary criti¬ 
cism therefore covered a field a great deal wider than that 
of any other well-known contemporary critic, since it 
stretched from Henry Miller and T. S. Eliot at the top of 
the ladder to those venerable boys" magazines the Gem 
and the Magnet at the bottom. 

This tendency to take notice of anything which ap¬ 
peared in print and which might affect the minds of oilier 
people was combined with a distrust of the methods of 
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academic criticism in general. Not merely did Orwell re¬ 
ject evaluative criticism; he also doubted if there was any 
point in the formal analysis of writing In his essay on 
Dickens he noted., rather sternly, that there are "no rules 
in novel-writing" and nearly ten years afterwards, in one 
of his last essays, "Writers and Leviathan/' he remarked; 

I often have the feeling that even at the best of times lit¬ 
erary criticism is fraud ill ent, since in the absence of any ac¬ 
cepted standards whatever , ► - every literary judgment con¬ 
sists in trumping up a set of rules to justify an instinctive 
preference. 

One wonders how, with such a view* he could have de¬ 
voted most of his waiting time between 1939 and 1946 to 
a. series of critical articles often monumental in scale and 
always serious in intent. The answer, 1 think, is that Or¬ 
well was attempting to create a type of criticism which he 
could regard as valid in terms of die nature of literature as 
he saw it, and valid also in terms of the historical period 
in which he lived. Against evaluative and formal criticism 
he practiced descriptive and discriminative criticism. The 
important thing about any book and any author is what 
makes him individual, and so criticism has to be prag¬ 
matic; it cannot -proceed according to set rules. And be¬ 
tween waiter and writer it is the differences tn character 
and outlook rather than the differences in quality, which 
can never be determined exactly, that are important, Or¬ 
well brings this out in an admirable comparison between 
Dickens and Tolstoi which has often — and Justly — 
been quoted, but which deserves repetition lor its appo- 
siteness to the point 1 am at present making. 

Why is it that Tolstoi's grasp seems to be so much huger 
than Dickens's — why Is it that he seems able to tell you so 
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much more iiEjemi your self? It is not that he is more gifted or 
even, in the la.sit analysis, rnnie intelligent. It is because he is 
■vniting about people who axe growing. Ilia characters are 
■StiYtgglliig to make their souls, whereas? Dickens’s are already 
finished and perfect. In mv own. mind Dickens's people are 
present far more often and far more vividly thtui Tolstoi's, 
but always in a single imehangable attitude, like pictures rat 
pieces of furniture. You cannot hold an imaginary convcisa- 
tion with a Dickens character as you can with, shy* Peter 
Bezcrukhov. And this is not merely because of Tolstoi’s, greater 
seriousness., for there arc also comic characters that you 
can imagine yourself talking to — Bloom, for instance,, or 
Fecuehet, or even Wellses Mr. Pally. It is because Dickens's 
characters have no mental life. They &av perfectly die thing 
that they have to say, hut they cannot he conceived as talking 
about any tiling else. They: never learn, never speculate. Per¬ 
haps the most meditative of his characters, is Paul Dombey, 
and his thoughts are mush. Does this mean that Tolstoi’s 
novels arc ‘"’better”' than Dickens’s? The truth is that it is ah’ 
surd to make such comparisons in terms of “better’m 'Vruse/* 
If I were forced to compare Tolstoi with Dickens, i should say 
that Tols-tuf's appeal will jjt oh ably be Wider In the long run, 
because Dickens is scarcely intelligible outside the English- 
speaking culture; on the. otiler hand, Dickens is able to reach 
simple people, which. Tolstoi is not. Tolstoi's characters can 
cross a frondei':. Dickens's can be portrayed on sl cigarette card. 
But one is no more obliged to choose between them than be¬ 
tween a sauidagc and a rose. Their purposes barely intersect. 


Which is about as pungent a statement of the autonomy 
of works of literature as I have .heard anywhere expressed. 
In further defining Orwell’s criticism, we can say that it 
is eminently sociological, since he believes that, not only 
the works of literature themselves, but also our ■under¬ 
standing of them, are affected profoundly by the changing 
nature of society. Even the class into which we are bom 
can make a n ovel or a poem, seem entirely different to us 
than to a man bred “above’' or “below” us, Orwell’s criti- 
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ciftfn js also historical in character, relating literature to 
political events and goclal changes. And it is personal, in 
almost every sense of the word. When Orwell writes on 
Yeats he is Interested in the relationship between the 
poet's work and his semi-Fusc 1st social theories. When he 
writes on Tolstoi, he is profoundly interested in the novel¬ 
ist's attempt to renounce his social and financial advan¬ 
tages. V^ien he writes of Dickens he disclaims interest in 
vulgar scandals about marital troubles, yet he searches 
deeply into the writer's mind and his world to find the 
clues to the behavior of his characters. And when he talks 
of Gissing, he shows his realization that this tragic man's 
life cannot be dissociated from either the peculiar dingy 
tone or the gloomy subject in alter of his novels. 

All this, of course, places Orwell in opposition to the 
fashionable tendencies of modern criticism He sustained 
“the persona] fallacy” they condemn, since he believed 
that knowledge of certain aspects of a writers' life and 
mind could help us to understand his intentions, and he 
subscribed to the “Intentional heresy,” since he believed 
that a waiter's intentions, conscious and unconscious, 
political and aesthetic, had a bearing on his work which 
the ciitic could not neglect. He would have thought ab¬ 
surd and fraudulent the neoeritical method by which a 
piece of writing is subjected in isolation to a close analysis 
of Its content without relation to its contest in any shape 
or form. 

Finally — and I place this quality in isolation because 
it embraces all the others —■ Orwell was a moralistic 
critic. Just as his political doctrines were really moral doc¬ 
trines in disguise, so, ultimately, literature also interested 
him for its moral implications, which is one of the reasons 
why he could become so deeply involved in subliterature. 
Some of his critical essays, like “"Raffles and Miss Elan? 
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dish" and "Benefit of Clergy’ 1 ' (an analysis of Salvador 
Dali’s autobiography), are written in overtly moralistic 
terms; in the other essays the moral purpose is more or 
less disguised, but search only a little and you find it in¬ 
forming and molding the whole approach. It is a cardinal 
principle of Orwell’s criticism that, as he remarked at the 
end of his essay on Yeats, “a writers political and religious 
beliefs are not excrescences to he laughed away, but some¬ 
thing that will leave their mark even on the smallest detail 
of his work.’ 1 Literature influences the moral life and is 
inescapably influenced by it. 

Within the moralistic framework Onyell’s critical atti¬ 
tudes did change, and there arc signs that at the end of his 
life, when he considered his phase of deep political in¬ 
volvement might be drawing towards an end, he laid more 
stress on formal, criticism, on questions of structure and 
genre, than he had done before. This may well have been 
the result of a study of Conrad, on whom he was project¬ 
ing an essay, hut it appeared most noticeably in the late 
essay on Gissing which was completed not long before his 
death and which lay in the flies of a defunct little maga¬ 
zine until it was discovered and published by John Leh¬ 
mann In JftGo in the London Magazine, In the middle of 
this essay Orwell breaks out Into what seems like a typi¬ 
cally provocative statement, but the explanation with 
which he follows it up is extremely in teres dug 3 

I am ready to maintain that England bus produced very few 
better novelists. This perhaps sounds like a rash ■statement,. 
Until one stops to consider what is meant by a novel. The word 
"novel” is commonly used to cover almost any kind of story — 
The Golden Asa e, Anna I>qh Quirote, T he imprmvta- 

tore, Madame Emory_■ Kiji.q Solomons ftfittes nr anything dAe 
you like — but it also has a narrower sense in which it means 
somcLhirig hardly existing before the nineteenth century and 
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flourishing chiefly in Russh and France. A novel in Lhis sense,, 
is a story which attempts to describe credible hum a n beings 
and — without necessarily using the technique oi" naturalism 
— to show them acting on everyday motives and not merely 
undergoing strings of improbable adventures. A true novel, 
sticking Id this definition, will also contain at least two char¬ 
acters, probably more, who are described from the inside and 
on the same level oi : probability —- which, in eff ect, rules out 
the novels written In the first person, If one accepts this defini¬ 
tion, it becomes apparent that the novel Is not an art form in 
which England lias excelled, The writers commonly paraded 
as “great English novelists'" have a way of turning out either to 
be not true novelists or not to be Englishmen. Gissing was not 
a writer of picaresque talcs, or burlesques;, or comedies, or po¬ 
litical tracts; he was interested in individual human beings, 
and the fact that he can deal sympathetically with several dif¬ 
ferent sets of motives, and make a credible story out of the 
collision, between them, makes Mm exceptional among English 
writers. 

As usual, Orwell is exaggerating. Far more English 
writers, even by 1948, when 1 believe he wrote the article, 
had written novels according to Id's definition than he 
claimed. But the passage is interesting not for its exacti¬ 
tude or the reverse, but because it shows a veering of Or¬ 
well's critical interest towards problems of form. And this 
veering of interest, 1 suggest, is connected with the change 
in attitude towards his own work which he was undergo¬ 
ing at the time. Even before he finished it, Nineteen 
Eighty-Four seemed to him the end of a progression. He 
was thinking a great deal at this time about his past 
books, particularly Coming Up for Air, which had been 
reprinted for the first time since Hie war, and he was 
ready to admit,, to his friends, in moments of candor, that, 
he had never written a true novel. But his interest in Con¬ 
rad had fired him with the ambition to succeed in pre¬ 
cisely this literary form, and if he had recovered from his 
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final illness It would have been his next Lask, fcHo we can 
Lake the exceptional paragraph of formal criticism from 
die essay on Gissing as not merely an indication of a shift 
In critical Interest, but also as an earnest of change in cre¬ 
ative form, 


ii 

P GILTS or fiction writers or dramatists whe at some 
hiatus in their careers take lg writing about the works 
of other men or about literature In general are usually Lhc 
most interesting critics. Academic critics can tell us a 
great deal about the structure of literature, about its for¬ 
mal qualities, can dazzle us with symbolic pyrotechnics 
and astonish us with the follies of analytical methods tar¬ 
ried to logical absurdity, hot they are often left dancing 
like frustrated wasps around the work of art while the 
practicing writer, with his knowledge of the real problems 
of creation, proceeds Eilmost instinctively to Its core. Bui 
such writer-critics have usually one limitation, they arc 
interested only in writers towards whom they feel some 
affinity or some sharp antagonism or in aspects of litera¬ 
ture which relate to their own present problems. It is a 
limitation that can, of course* be revealing to the critic 
who in turn writes on their work, since, it provides one or 
thd most fruitful fields of evidence on their general ap¬ 
proach to writing, on their methods, and on their prob¬ 
lems, And so, before proceeding to my final study of Or¬ 
well’s works in more formal terms than T have adopted up 
to the present, it will be enlightening to survey in at least 
some detail the field which h.is criticism covered, 

Qrwell's critical essays can be divided between the ma¬ 
jor pieces which, with the unaccountable exception of 
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"Rudyard Kipling" and “George (Sissing,* were gathered 
into his Collected Essays published in igBi, and the mi¬ 
nor pieces -—short essays or review articles-—-which are 
still incomprehensibly uncollected and have to be sought, 
in the back files of periodicals as varied as the Adelphi^ 
Poetry, Poetry Quarterly, the Observer, and,, above all, the 
Tribune, 

The major literary essays and the important minor Ones 
fall into five groups, each of which indicates a particular 
field of Orwell's interests and also illuminates a corre¬ 
sponding facet, of his attitude to literature and life. 

The first group includes the essays on Swift (“Polities 
vs. Literature”), Tolstoi (“Lear, Tolstoi and the Fool”) and 
Charles Dickens: the last is the longest of all Orwell's cs- 
Says (about twenty thousand words). AH three of these 
essays are written with a passionate involvement, which 
in the case of Dickens is blithe in tone, and in the ease of 
Swift and Tolstoi rather angrily contentions-. There are 
two reasons for the intensely personal quality which gets 
this group of essays off from the other literary pieces. 
They all concern writers whom Orwell admired greatly 
and whom, he had read since his youth; Swift and Dickens 
indeed, he had read since early childhood. In a literary 
sense be fell close to these men because each, in his own 
way, had devoted himself to translating a moral vision 
into fictional terms, which was the task Orwell had set 
himself by the time he wrote his major critical essays, so 
that his admiration for them had a more intimate quality 
than his admiration for, say, Shakespeare, whom he de¬ 
fended against Tolstoi. 

There is, however, a further aspect of' this group of 
writers which becomes particularly evident when we 
study “Lear, Tolstoi and the Fool/'For the essay, w t c soon 
realize, is not really about Shakespeare, who is being de- 
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fended; less ihati fourteen lines of hi$ verse are quoted in 
twenty prose pages, and by the end of the essay lie has 
become as shadowy as a casus belli at the end of a war. 
Nor it is about the FooL who is allowed to speak only one 
line, nor evert about Lear, It is, overtly, about Tolstoi and 
his motives for selecting King L eat for special assault. 
Tolstoi attacks the play on critical grounds, for its mani¬ 
fest absurdities; Orwell suggests that underlying this at¬ 
tack is a deep resentment, perhaps not entirely conscious, 
of the multiple resemblances between what happens in 
the play and what in real life happened to him, 

TheTc is a general resemblance which one can hardly avoid 
seeing, because the most Impressive e% r ent in Tolstois life, as 
in Lear’s, was, a huge and gratuitous act of renunciation. In 
his old age he renounced his estate, his title and his copy¬ 
rights, and made an attempt — a sincere attempt, though it 
was not successfulto escape from his privileged position- 
ami live the life of a peasant. But the deeper resemblance lies 
in tile fact that Tolstoi, like Lear, acted on mistaken motives, 
and failed to get the results he had hoped for. 

This tells us why Tolstoi chose King Lear ns the special 
object of his anti-Shakespeare an campaign. But it. leaves 
open the question why Orwell himself, when he wrote an 
article on a novelist whom he admired and whose master¬ 
pieces he found extremely sympathetic, should have 
chosen to focus it upon a pamphlet which he regarded as 
one of Tolstoi's failures and which he found antipathetic. 
As in the case of Tolstoi and King. Lear, we are led to spec¬ 
ulate on the hidden reason for the antipathy; it seems 
certain that. Orwell, in bis turn, was fighting against a 
half-recognized similarity. For he too — in his youth If 
not in his old age — followed the example of Lear and 
Tolstoi in attempting a major act of renunciation. He 
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gave up his career it] the Indian service, which was prob¬ 
ably no great sacrifice, blit tie followed it up by his delib¬ 
erate descent into the tower depths of destitution; for a 
period at Ieasi. as we have seen, he contemplated a per¬ 
manent ten unci a Lion of his past and of all his claims to 
social advantage. Afterwards, like Tolstoi, he realized 
that he had acted on mistaken motives, and that the 'im¬ 
pression be had first gained of having crossed the great 
gulf of caste was an illusion. The history of Orwell was as 
“curiously similar” to the history of Tolstoi as Tolstoi’s 
history to Lear’s, and wliat appears to be violent disagree¬ 
ment is realty an unwilling and unadmitted recognition of 
moral affinity. 

Apart from attacking Tolstoi's views on King Lear> Or¬ 
well attacks his Christian anarchism; in the same way, in 
“Politics vs, Literature," he attacks Swift’s Tory anarch¬ 
ism, But the attack on Swift is sustained on a number 
of other levels as well. Tt is directed at such things as his 
disbelief in progress, his impatience with opponents, and 
his distaste for humanity, which culminated In a strong 
conviction that man stinks. Once again, one detects the 
unadmitted similarities between the critic and his subject; 
Orwell devoted a large part, of The Road to Wigan Pier to 
an extensive criticism of the concept of progress as neces¬ 
sarily beneficial and bitterly attacked those who accepted 
it complacently; he was impatient with opponents, at least 
when be encountered them typewriter in hand, as 1 and 
many others discovered; he lived, as he confessed, a large 
part of his life With the conviction that he himself smelt 
and that the working class smelt even worse. 

Orwell's- relationship to Swift was even more complex 
th an his relation strip to Tolstoi, largely because he and 
Swift belonged to the same literary tradition, that, of Eng¬ 
lish Tory dissent. Not only did Swift embarrassingly ex- 
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press opinions which he him self had once expressed but 
had sines to some degree abandoned, but he also dis¬ 
played quail lies of which Orwell could only approve-. Curi¬ 
ously enough, those which he most admired, to the ex Lent 
of emulation and even imitation, he hardly mentions in 
his essay: Swift’s clean, ’vigorous, unadorned prose, and 
his extraordinary satirical power. What he does concen¬ 
trate on is the inexhaustible fascination which Cullivtyr'v 
Travels holds for him and many others despite the fact 
that it presents what seems to him a diseased and negative 
view of hum anity and of life in general, 


Swift falsifies hia picture of the world by refusing to see 
anything in human life except dirt, folly and wickedness, but 
the part which he abstracts from the whole docs exist, and it 
is something which we all know about while shrinking from 
mentioning it. Part of our minds — in any normal person is 
is. the dominant part — believes that man is a noble animal 
and life is worth living; hut there is also a sort of inner self 
wliieb at least intermittently stands aghast at the horror of 
existence. 

The inner self in Orwell ncn only allowed him to under¬ 
estimate the satirical intent in Swift's more violent pas¬ 
sages, so that he seems to Jake for an actual physical 
slink what Swift means to be understood as a moral 
slink, but also to ignore the strong humanitarian element 
that lies behind even s-uch apparently ghoulish essays as A 
Modest Proposal, The fury and obscenity to which all sat¬ 
irists are prone usually mask an idealistic view of human¬ 
ity and an agonized disappointment that this view has not 
been lived up to. The bitterness of die satire in Nineteen 
Eighty-Four suggests that in this respect Orwell himself 
was in the same mental situation as Swift, and explains 
his failure to look with a more balanced eye upon the in- 
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tendon of Gullivers Travels , He att'&fiketJ Swift's tendency 
to go to extremes precisely because he shared it and feared 
it in himself. It was ironic justice that Or wells detractors 
should have accused him of (he same antihumanitarian 
bias as he exaggerated]y imputed to Swift, 

Tliis brings us to the common feature of “Politics vs. 
Literature* and ’‘Lear, Tolstoi and the Fool”; the attack on 
anarchism — a doctrine which both Tolstoi and Swift 
maintained in varying forms and which in each case 'Or¬ 
well criticized on the grounds that it would substitute for 
die tyranny of the law the more dangerous because less 
definable tyranny of public opinion. As far as it goes, Or¬ 
well's point is a good one; he has put his finger on the very 
difficulty which the Anarchist theoreticians have never 
explained away because it represents a danger that will 
always exist as long as men think that they know better 
how life should be lived than other men. But when we crit¬ 
icize Orwell the critic rather than, expounding Orwell the 
man of political ideas., it is necessary to ask why, in both 
essays, lie should have left out the positive aspects of an¬ 
archism and painted a one-sided picture of it as a rather 
harren doctrine, dominated by the urge to moral censor¬ 
ship, He had enough experience, gathered in his Spanish 
days, to know better. And when we come to the roots of 
his attitude vve realize once again that he was criticizing a 
tendency within himself. On -questions of authority and 
government Orwell showed two sharply divided aLd tildes. 
Otic side of him belonged to the imperial tradition, de¬ 
fended the sahibs, talked tcughly about the realities of 
force, and tried to get into the International Brigade be¬ 
cause he felt that the Communists were more efficient in 
Lbeir organization than any other Spanish pany. The 
other side of him, represented by the rebel at school and in 
Burma, reacted against imperialism, rejected all partisan 
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disciplines, and saw that those who believed tn the reali¬ 
ties of force became the addicts of power; it was this rebel¬ 
lious, intensely libertarian Orwell who proclaimed himself 
an Anarchist in 1927 on returning from Burma, who 
fought beside the Spanish Anarchists in 1937 after trying 
to join the Communists, and who, after a long wartime 
feud with them on paper, entered into a .series of personal 
friendships with Anarchists during the very years — 
1946 and 1947 — when he wrote the essays on Swift and 
Tolstoi. Clearly in making a special point of criticizing 
Swift and Tolstoi for their anarchistic attitudes* he was 
trying to discipline his own strong emotional feeling for a 
doctrine which his realistic and rational self recognized to 
be, at least in its pure form, impractical in any foreseeable 
future. Anarchisrii remained a restless presence in his 
mind right to the end: it was one of the themes he hoped 
to develop ill the novels after the manner of Joseph Con¬ 
rad which, when he died, he was planning as his program 
for work in the jpgffs, 

ft will he seen that a great deal of the passion that in¬ 
spires the essays on Swift and Tolstoi Is really a disguised 
erv of agonized recognition as the critic sees himself in 

p' “ C? 

the mirrors of his subjects. I am not, of course- .suggesting 
that Orwell is carrying out deliberate distortion; very little 
that he actually says about either Swift or Tolstoi is factu¬ 
ally untrue or, hi detail at least, unjust; it is the selection 
of statements and the tone of presentation that creates Lhe 
bias. The detection of such biases in almost every critical 
essay that Orwell wrote provides an Invaluable series of 
clues for the student of his work and hjs mind. And once 
the bias Is recognized the essays all have their value as 
criticism, in spite of their defiantly amateur quality; every¬ 
one of them contains a whole series of original and 
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palmed statements about its subject, delivered in vivid 
an d acres Ling 1 antai age. 

The essays on Swift and Tolstoi are in [act exceptional 
in the degree of bias they reveal. Hie longer piece on Dick¬ 
ens is not nearly so confined to narrow moral, issues, 
largely because Or well did not feel the same agonized in* 
volvement with Dickens as he did with the other two writ¬ 
ers. Dickens was not a man with extreme views, at least of 
the kind that touched in Orwell the raw nerves of passion¬ 
ate discussion. Moreover, he represented, perhaps more 
intimatelv than anv other writer, the radical, uniiLiUtans- 
tic English nineteenth century, Orwell's ideal period.; be 
gave expression to all those virtues of decency and fair¬ 
ness and peacefulness in which Orwell delighted ^ the mir¬ 
ror lie held up reflected a consoling and pleasing image, 
for in Dickens Orwell recognized those qualities of him# 
self, the honorable qualities of a nineteenth-century lib¬ 
eral at his best., which he could accept without any desire 
to perform the rites of exorcism. 

Consequently the study of Dickens is far broader and 
more comprehensive than those of Swift and Tolstoi, far 
less marred by anger, arid only biased enough to give a 
pleasant touch of idiosyncrasy to the interpretation. It is 
probably Orwell's best piece of criticism. It examines 
Dickensian morality, centered around its simple message: 
Tf men would behave decently, the world would be de¬ 
cent.;' 1 It places Dickens in Ins time and his class, dis¬ 
cusses the limitations of his world view, puts into perspec¬ 
tive his honor of revolutions and his proposals for social 
reforms, and praises his "lack of vulgar nationalism;' 3 Oc¬ 
casionally the sharp brilliant definitions of aspects of 
Dickens send quick facets of Orwell flashing into one’s vi¬ 
sion — for example: Tt is hopeless to try and pin him 
down to any definite remedy, still more to any political 
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program, His approach is always along the moral plane. 31 

Almost certainly one of the reasons why Orwell could 
regard Dickens more affectionately yet more dispassion¬ 
ately than either Swift or Tolstoi was the fact that in a 
literary as ■well as in an emotional sense he was more dis¬ 
tant. from. him. The clear, mi decorated prose, and die 
sharp satiric "vision of Swift, the. extraordinary Tolstoi an 
power of representing the surface of the earth with im¬ 
pressionistic authenticity and of rendering characters so 
naturally that ones mind seems to fit into theirs — these 
were achievements which Orwell not merely admired, but 
sought also to emulate. 

On the other hand, though he enjoyed reading Dickens, 
he never really wished lo imitate him, and so he could 
settle down to describe. Dickens's way of writing, as well 
as what he wrote about, with a detail which he never at¬ 
tempted with any other writer. Tie discusses the limita¬ 
tions pf Dickens's characterization, the monstrosity of his 
caricatures, the variety of his types, the. shapelessness of 
hfs construction, the Wild abundance and irrelevance of 
his imagery. 

The outstanding, unmistakable mark of Dickens's; writing is 
the rmnecessary detail . . . His imagination overwhelms ev¬ 
erything. like a kind of wood < ■ Everything is piled up and 

up, detail on detail, embroidery on embroidery. It is futile to 
object that tills, kind of thing Is rococo— one might as well 
make the same objection to a wedding cake. Either you like it 
er you do not like it. 

Orwell did like it. It is true that his essay was written 
when he had just finished his own single experiment in a 
heavily detailed and rather exuberantly colloquial man¬ 
ner, Coining Up for Air, but 1 doubt ir, even when he de¬ 
veloped the spare and simple style of Animal Farm f ha 
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thought, any less of Dickons. For he tended to see= such 
malters historically i a sprawling manner was appropriate 
to [he nineteenth -century, a spare and functional manner 
to the twentieth. Besides, Dickens had the virtue of being 
an undeniably "good"' writer who was also popular, though 
Orwell certainly overestimated the extent to which Dick¬ 
ens was actually read among the working class. 

On the whole the essay on Dickens is, though the ear¬ 
liest, one of die best of Orwell's major critical pieces v 
humane, informed, pleasantly discursive and unusually 
balanced between the sociological, the .historical, the per¬ 
sonal and the aesthetic, JJ anything jars, it is the recurrent 
discussion of class, though at times this is admirably 
clone, taking the form of that kind of brilliant close analy¬ 
sis of caste gradations and their implications In all kinds 
of social and political directions which only an English 
critic or a Hindu pandit can carry out satisfactorily. 


Hi 

B ESIDE the core of major essays on authors with whom 
Orwell felt special affinities stands a somewhat larger 
group of essays relating to Writers who in one way or an¬ 
other played an enlightening part in his mental develop¬ 
ment. These include "Rodyard Kipling/ 5 "Wells, Hitler and 
the World State," In Defense of P. G. Wodehouse/’ ”W. B. 
Yeats " and “George Cisslng* among the major essays, as 
well as lesser pieces on Thomas Hardy, Mark Twain, 
Thackeray, Oscar Wilde, Havelock Ellis, D. H, Lawrence 
and Osbert Sitwell, Curiously enough, Orwell never seems 
to have written anything of even trivial importance on 
Bernard Shaw, Galsworthy or Arnold Bennett, all of 
whom were formative influences % he had every intention 
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of writing an elaborate study of Conrad s but death pre¬ 
vented him. 

All the major essays in tills second group were first 
written as occasional pieces. “Wells, I Tiller and the World 
State” emerged out of Orwell’s rather shocked response to 
a scries of newspaper articles which Wells had written 
early in 1941, fantastically underestimating the power of 
die military forces which Hitler had at Ins disposal after 
die collapse of France^ it seemed to Orwell a tragic exam¬ 
ple of how a man Who had been a leader of the intellectual 
vanguard a generation ago could lose touch with the 
changing world. Hie excuse for writing on Kipling was 
the publication in 1942 of a selection of his verse edited by 
T. S. Eliot. “W. E. Yeats” was a long review article on Na- 
r a van a Menon’s excellent hut now forgotten, little book 
The Development of William Butter Yea is, which ap¬ 
peared in 1943. “In Defense of P. G. "VVodehouse" was a 
characteristic example of Orwellian chivalry, wriLLen in 
1945 to protest against the attempt to victimize Wcde- 
house for foolishly allowing himself to become the tool of 
Nazi propagandists while he was an internee in occupied 
Europe. "'George Gissing'’' celebrated the reprinting after 
the war of two of that neglected novelist’s outHijf-prmt 
works. From T94T onwards- an increasing number of Or¬ 
well's eriLieal essays and articles were of this occasional 
land, a fact which marked his emergence during these 
years as a busy journalist w r ho in times of health had little 
leisure to plan die long critical set pieces like “Charles 
Dickens/’ “Tnside the Whale/' and “Boys' Weeklies” which 
he wrote at the beginning of the War in 1939 and 1940. 

I have already discussed the implications, in terms of 
both Orwell's social ideas and his views on writing, of the 
pieces on Kipling;, Wells and Gissing. “In Defense of F. G. 
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Wqifciiausc" lias a double interest, since it shows admi¬ 
rably bow well Or well could combine the discussion of a 
current political issue nidi literary criticism of a sociolog¬ 
ical type. Even die ring the war, Orwell bad been con¬ 
cerned over the occasional injustices which had crept into 
the treatment of people rightly or wrongly suspected of 
being Fascists, and when be went to the Continent late in 
j9 f4 as correspondent for the Observer, he was disgusted 
by the treatment which he saw being meted out to petty 
collaborators and to prisoners of war; he expressed his 
views very strongly, particularly in an article in the Trib¬ 
une entitled Revenge Is Sour ” It was his disapproval of 
this kind of persecution that at least partly motivated his 
decision to become as active as he was In Lhc Freedom 
Defense Committee, And when a British writer who had 
blundered into a situation that made him look like a col¬ 
laborator was in danger of being sacrificed to the postwar 
lust for revenge,, he immediately stood out in bis defense, 
The fact that he was a popular writer whom the intellec¬ 
tuals were inclined to despise was undoubtedly a further 
couiiL in Wodehouse's favor so far as Orwell was con¬ 
cerned. Certainly lie never went to the same amount of 
trouble over Ezra Pound, 

''In Defense of P. G. Wodehousc” is an excellent piece of 
pkailing, in which Orwell begins by stating the back¬ 
ground of the case—how Wodehouse was overtaken at 
Le Touguct by the German advance in early 1040, and 
was immediately recognized by astute German propagan¬ 
dists as the kind of naive man who might be put to use. 
He made some five broadcasts from Berlin, one of which 
was an interview with an American (CBS) correspond¬ 
ent, The talks described his experiences in internment 
camps, truthfully said that he had been well treated, and 
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made a few rather inanely Wodeliousian comments which 
showed the kind of decent feelings it is sometimes tactless 
to express during a war. According to Ox well, who was 
cornice Led with the BBC at the time of the broadcasts and 
therefore probably had some inside knowledge of reac¬ 
tions, the passage which caused most oifense was one that 
in peacetime would doubtless be regarded as conveying 
vacuously laudable sentiments: HC 1 never was interested in. 
politics, fm quite unable to work up any kind of belliger¬ 
ent feeling. Just as I'm about to feel belligerent about 
some country I meet a decent sort of chap. We go out to¬ 
gether and lose any fighting thoughts or feelings.” 

Orwell had to disinter and repeat these elementary 
facts because as the wax went on the content of the origi¬ 
nal broadcasts had been forgotten, and the legend had de¬ 
veloped that Wodehouse had acted as a kind of lowbrow 
Pound, and had expressed ideological sympathy for the 
Nazi cause. It was even suggested that his books contained 
''Fascist tendencies,” and they were banned by many Eng¬ 
lish libraries. 

Having shown that “the events of 1941 do not convict 
Wodehouse of anything worse than stupidity," Orwell 
went on — in order to show how innocent of any Fascist 
taint Wodehousc r s books actually were — to present a. 
study of the man as writer. In doing so he inset within the 
essay of defense a brilliant essay of criticism, almost three 
thousand words in length, analyzing the content and the 
mentality of one of the leading popular novelists of the 
traditionally educated English middle class, 

Orwell confesses to having first read Wodehouse— as 
well as Swift —-when he was eight. Since that time he 
had followed his work closely* and lie claimed to have 
read more than two-thirds of the fifty novels which P, G. 
Wodehouse wrote. The reasons why Orwell should have 
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kept on reading such a writer are even more interesting 
titan the comments from which we can deduce them,: 

For Orwell the most significant fact about Wodehouse, 
which explains his total failure to understand the situ¬ 
ation in which he was placed when the Nazis laid their 
hands on him. is that he lived stili in die past of which he 
wrote. And, contrary to general assumption, Orwell con¬ 
tend s> this past is not the silly age of the Twenties and 
Thirties,, but the decade between the first appearance of 
Psmifh in 1909 and the first appearance of Jeeves and 
Wooster in 1919, Wodchouse, in other words, is really 
writing, mainly be tween the wars, of a pre-igi4 world of 
public schools and country houses,, so that his characters 
appear out of date even in relation to the early 1930's; 'Ber¬ 
tie Wooster "is the l knut’ of the pre-1914 period, celebrated 
in such songs as 'Gilbert the Filbert 11 or ‘Reckless Reggie of 
the Regents Palace.’ ” Orwell further remarks on the "pub¬ 
lic school morality” chat infuses all Wodcliouse’s works, 
on the classical allusions which show that Wo dehouse 
wrote, snobbishly. For a readership “educated along tradi¬ 
tional lines,” Wodehouse went to an unfashionable school, 
Dulwich, and, after he left, worked in a bank. But the mi¬ 
nor schools of England are even more intense in their 
snobberies and Wodehouse, as Orwell tells i% "remained 
'fixated’ on his old school and loathed the unromantic job 
and the lower middle-class surroundings in which he 
found himself.” 

All these points about Wodehouse are true enough, hut 
Orwell missed what is really Wodchouse's great virtue; 
that he abstracted mt of time the world of snobs and 
bounders and kiwis, so that even today, in the ip6o 3 s, his 
books are still read, rather in the way that, people read 
Congreve and Sheridan, not because they are period 
pieces, but because, in Ills own trivial but quite authentic 


\y20 THE CRYSTAL SPIRIT 

way, Wedcbousc has presented certain social attitudes 
which, For the English at least, belong outside the accident 
of hi Glory. 

Orwell is significantly anxious, to date Wodch a use's 
world, to place it, very dearly, before 1914: in other 
words, within that idyllic period when every tiling was, to 
his mind, if not better, at least more ordered and decent 
than it had since become. In the same way, he makes a 
particular point of Wodchousc having been ‘‘fixated 11 on 
his old school, Orwell too, as Such, Such Were the Joys 
showed quite clearly, was “fixated” in a similar way, and 
the fact tliat he remembered the worst of St. Cyprian’s 
while Wodchouse remembered the best of Dulwich should 
not make ns lose sight of the sense of affinity which the 
common obsession about boyhood experience encouraged. 
It would probably not be unfair to suggest that Orwell de¬ 
fended Vfodehouse rather than Found because Wode- 
house evoked his own past in all its pleasant and unpleas¬ 
ant, aspects, and Pound, that alien, raucous Midwesterner, 
did not, 

By Orwellian definition Wod chouse was a “good bad 
writer” whose interest is sociological rather than literary. 
His work— particularly bis public school sLories — 
forms a bridge in subject matter leading to a third group 
of Orwellian essays, those which have formed the founda¬ 
tion for a whole branch of contemporary British criticism 
— represented particularly by Raymond Williams and 
Richard Hoggitrt — devoted to the study of popular cul¬ 
tures at various social levels, Thera are three major essays 
in this groupr “Boys'* Weeklies," “The Art of Donald Mc¬ 
Gill" and “Raffles and Miss Blandish/ and they arc among 
the best Orwell ever wrote, mainly for the very reason that 
they are about sublitcraturc, No question of evaluation 
comes in here, because the works Orwell is discussing arc 
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below the value level, and no dominant authorial person¬ 
alities are involved to arouse uncomfortable feelings of 
antipathy or resemblance^ in such works the almost anon¬ 
ymous craftsman takes the place of [.lie conscious artist. 

On the other hand the works of popular literature and 
art are full of interest as soon as one takes them out of 
their familiar contexts and examines them in the same 
wav as a natural historian might examine a new species 
of bird or animal. But, by 1939, when Orwell wrote on 
boys' weeklies,, this had not been done, Everyone, indeed, 
was familiar with the little backstreet newsagents'' shops 
which he described in the first paragraph of Ms essay. 

The general appearance of these shops is always very much 
the same; a few posters from the Daily Mail and the News of 
the World out.side, a poky little window with sweet-bottles arid 
packets of Flayers-, and a dark interior smelling of licorice all- 
sorts and festooned from floor to coiling with vilely printed 
twopenny papers, most of them with lurid cover illustrations 
in three colors. 

But few educated people, since boyhood at least, had read 
many of the papers sold in such shops or had looked, ex¬ 
cept with furtive and embarrassed Interest, at the gross 
and some Limes obscene picture postcards displayed prom¬ 
inently in their windows. Orwell did both. Some of his lore 
of little shops went into Comin.q Up for Arr, but he re¬ 
served his most serious consideration of the subject for his 

essays. 

•* 

All of these essays share with each other and with the 
defense of P, £L Wodehouse a nostalgia for things out¬ 
dated, The world of the Csm. and the is a static 

world where "'nothing ever changes, and foreigners are 
Funny.” It has never caught up with the horrors that haunt 
the minds of intelligent men in the 1930^- 
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The dock has stopped at igio, Britannia, rules the waves, 
and no one lias heard of slumps, booms, unemployment, dicta¬ 
torships, purges, or concentration camps. 

Similarly, in considering the subject of comic postcards, 
Orwell finds that though con temporary events or activities 
which have comic possibilities are quickly made use of, 
the ''general atmosphere” of ihe postcard fantasy world is 
"extremely old-fashioned/’ "The implied political outlook 
is a radicalism appropriate to about the year 1900,” Simi¬ 
larly in “Rallies and Miss Blandish," the comparison is be¬ 
tween “the icioo version" of glamorised crime and the 
1939 Americanized version, much to the latters detri¬ 
ment. 

In the case of the papers which he mainly discusses in 
"Boys' Magazines " the Gem and the May-net, it is true that 
Orwell detects a sinister Influence, behind their uilmOving 
conservatism; he at tributes it to the fact that they are op¬ 
erated by a large newspaper combine which has a vested 
interest In fostering the polities of the Conservative Party, 
and ends his essay with the rather whimsically presented 
suggestion that left-wing intellectuals should turn then at¬ 
tention to "popular imaginative literature’ 3 and that Social¬ 
ists should enter the field of boys' magazines. Yet even in 
making this political criticism, he is still impressed by the 
fact that 

the moral code of the Knglish boys" papers is a decent one.. 
Crime and dishonesty are never held up to admiration, there 
is none of the cynicism and corruption of the American gang¬ 
ster story. 

A similar comparison is the whole point of "Raffles and 
Miss Blandish/' which is concerned with fashions in. 
eiimc fiction. Raffles is a hanger-on of the upper class in 
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pre-Boer War England, arid the values R W, Harming 
gives him axe those of the world in which he moves, He 
has nothing so un Englishly systematic as "an ethical 
code/' and lives by a few socially acceptable rules of be¬ 
havior, at best a code of maimers. 

But it is just here that the deep moral difference between 
Raffles and No Orchids becomes apparent- . , . Certain things 
arc “not done/' and the idea of doing them hardly arises. 
Raffles will not, for example, abuse hospitality. He wifi commit 
a burglary in a house where he is staying as a guest:,, but the 
victim must be a follow guest and not the host- He will not 
commit murder, and he avoids, violence wherever possible and 
prefers to carry out his robberies unarmed. He regards friend* 
slop as sacred, and is chivalrous though not moral in his rela¬ 
tions with women. 

With the appropriate remark — “Now for a header into 
the cesspool”-— Orwell compares this pattern of behavior 
with the total nihilism that inspires the action of No Or¬ 
chids for Miss Blandish and other hooks toy James Hadley 
Chase, a British author who in the .1940’s pioneered the 
imitation of American sadistic fiction. 

Their whole theme is Che struggle for power and the triumph 
of the strong over the weak. The big gangsters wipe out the 
little ones as merei] 1.7ssly as a pike gobbling up the little fish in 
a pond; the police kill off the criminals as cruelly as the angler 
kills the pike. If ultimately OTIC sides with the police against 
the gangsters, it is merely because they arc better organized 
and more powerful, because, in fact, the law h a bigger racket 
than crime. Might is right; tJ.ae victis , 

This, of course, is moral criticism in its purest form. It 
is the type of criticism which ls uppermost in this whole 
group of essays, for, as 1 have already shown, the real 
theme of “The Art of Donald McGill” is not the formal 
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qualiti.es of popular art, but the moral attitude of the 
working class and die half-conscious myth on which it Is 
based. Only in “Boys' Weeklies" does Orwell direct any 
even half-serious literary criticism towards his subject, 
describing the repetitious plot structure of the stories, 
commenting rather superficially on the recurring charac¬ 
ters (Billy Burner is a “really first-rate character”), and 
analyzing the outdated language and the “extraordinary, 
artificial, repetitive style, quite different from anything 
else now existing in English literature ” in which they arc 
written, Clearly, apart from a certain boyish enjoyment, 
the main interest which Orwell took in subliteraturc of 
this kind was sociological,■ he regarded it as symptomatic 

of the moral health of society. 

■■ 



HE COMPARISON which forms the central theme 


JL of “Rafiks and Miss Blandish” is not merely a com¬ 
parison between two types of crime fiction. It is a compar¬ 
ison between two different moral landscapes —■ that of 
England lie Fore rgiq, that of the world as a whole after 
1933. It opens the way for the last two groups of Orwell’s 
major critical essays, those dealing with contemporary 
writers and those dealing with the relationship between 
literature and politics in the it^o’s, And if in all bis 
essays about writers of a past generation — with the sole 
exception of the very late piece on Gissing— Orwell por¬ 
trays the English nineteenth century as an island of rela¬ 
tive goodness in the evil ocean of history, when he comes 
to consider contemporary writers he never ceases to be 
conscious that the bad old ghosts from before the nine¬ 
teenth century have begun to march again, and that they 
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have been joined by a tribe of evil spirits peculiar to the 
twentieth century, The sense of being always in the pres¬ 
ence of this great company of Furies dominates all the 
essays we now approach. 

To (he group dealing with contemporary writers belong 
“Inside the Whale," the study of Henry Miller which con¬ 
tains embedded within k a survey of typical literature of 
the 1920s and 1930*5; “Arthur Koestler/ published in 
1944; and “Benefit of Clergy/' the review article on Salva¬ 
dor Dali’s autobiography that was written in T944 and lit- 
errally cut out of every copy of the Saturday Book (though 
it still appeared on the contents page) because the pub¬ 
lishers Feared legal action. The progress shows — in 
terms of Or■well's critical writings— the same intensify¬ 
ing alarm at the political-moral state of the world as 
mounts in his fiction when we go from Coming Up for 
Air through ATimmi FYi rm to Nineteen Eighty-Four. The 
essays in the second group — those dealing with the rela¬ 
tionship between literature and politics — were written 
and published after those J have just listed* in the period 
immediately before the writing of Orwell’s last novel; they 
arc “The Prevention of Literature," written in 1946 as a 
protest against the lukewarmness about freedom of the 
press demonstrated at the PEN International Congress on 
Areopagtiica in that year, “Politics and the English Lan¬ 
guage/’ also published in 1946; and "Writers and Levia¬ 
than/ published in 1948. Dealing explicitly and generally 
with the problems of writers in a world becoming yearly 
more totalitarian, they sketch out the main ideas on which 
Orwell based his vision in Nineteen. Eighty-Four of a total¬ 
itarian language and literature as part of a completely to¬ 
talitarian world, 

In r 939, when he started writing “Inside tire Whale/’' 
which is his second largest essay, Orwell still felt free to 
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produce a rambling and rather discursive piece, discuss¬ 
ing many aspects of the Jit era Lure of his time from the 
viewpoint of a writer resolutely independent, of schools 
and movements. Millers passivism, in the face of disasters 
which he knows to lie inevitable is of course the QveiTidintr 
moral-critical theme of the essay, and this I have already 
discussed in relation to Coming Up for Air, but “Inside the 
Whale" also contains many insights of a more purely lit¬ 
erary nature, On Joyce, for Instance, Orwell has these illu¬ 
minating remarks to make: 


The truly remarkable thing about Ulg asea , . , i? the com¬ 
mon pi a cen.es s of the material. Of course there Is much more 
in Ulysses than dlls, becau&e 'Joyce is a kind of poet and also 
an elephantine pedant., but his real achievement has been to 
get the familiar onto paper. He dared—for it is a mattei of 
during just as much as of teelmicji.it: — to expose else imbecili¬ 
ties of the inner mind, and in doing so be discovered an Amer¬ 
ica which was under everybody’s nose. 

Here is a whole world of skiff which you supposed to be of 
Its nature incommunicable, and somebody has managed to 
communicate it. The cJTeei is to break down, at any rate men 
raentariLy, the solitude in which die human being lives.. When 
you read certain passages in Ulessen you feel that Joyce's mind 
and your mind am one, that he knows all about you though he 
has never heard your name, that there exists some world out¬ 
side time mid space where you and he are together. 

Of Milier himself Orwell probably wriLes a more intelli¬ 
gent. appreciation than, anyone has dene since 'Inside the 
Whale" appeared. Miller, he decides, has something Jn 
common with Joyce — the ability to give life and mean¬ 
ing and inLeresL to the commonplace,, but he is not an 
artist jtft Lhe same at once monumental and meticulous 
manner as Joyce. Rather he is an ordinary, somewhat 
harcbboilerl man, an American businessman, tatting 
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it bo ut life with ri gift Tor words. OrweE admires Miller 
greatly as a natural prose writer. 

[Tn his bottks] English is treated as a spoken language, but 
spoken wftJfpwt fear , i.c. without fear of rhetoric or of the un¬ 
usual or poetic:al word, The adjective has come back„ after its 
ten years 1 e?cilc* It is a flowing, suiting prose, a prose with 
rhythms in It, something quite different from the flat, eau- 
flou? statements and snack-bar dialects which axe now in fash¬ 
ion. 

It is even possible that reading Miller had an influence 
on die style of Coming Up for Ah, which contains Orwell's 
most exuberant writing, as well as on the philosophy of its 
hero. 

What in the end attracts Orwell most to Miller is the 
sheer happiness that emerges from his books, books that 
describe hardship, failure and frustration, but in the end 
leave an almost unique expression of the uninhibited en¬ 
joyment of life. "So far from protesting, he is accept¬ 
ing." Once again Orwell is asserting, for his part, the 
faith in the forces of life which is the dominant element in 
Iris own moral attitude. 

Millers vitality, the basic optimism that runs through 
all his works, Orwell contrasts with the "pessimism of out¬ 
look" which seemed the keynote of the Thighsh Twenties, 
that physically comfortable age whose leading novelists 
and poets, moved by cosmic despair's, produced the best 
writing of the century. Purpose, political purpose, re¬ 
turned — without joy in life —^ In the iggo’s, but, Orwell 
points out, the Marxization of literature was a failure in so 
far as ii sought to bring literature to the masses, while for 
the writers themselves it produced only disillusionment for 
the better men. and an enslavement to party hackwork for 
many of their inferiors. “On the whole" Orwell concludes, 
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“the literary history of the Thinies seems to justify the 
opinion that a writer does well to keep out of polities T 
Even at this time In 1940, politic? still provided Orwell 
wid 1 most of the subject matter of hi? writing, and it is 
clear From the context that what ho means by “keeping out 
of politick'’ is an avoidance of party orthodoxies. During 
the decade that followed he hied to find some means by 
which he, a writer interested in politics, might work with 
political!5; but by 1948, when he wrote CH Writers and Levi¬ 
athan; 7 lie had returned, with the force of added experi¬ 
ence, to the same position as- he sustained in "inside the 
Whale," The direction of thought in the last years of his 
life suggests that, had he survived, his withdrawal from 
political interests would have been almost complete. 

The intensive reading' of Henry Miller which Orwell un¬ 
dertook to write “Inside the Whale"' inevitably brought 
him up against the question of literary obscenity. In the 
case of Miller, Orwell was willing to accept £H a seeming 
preoccupation with indecency and with the dirty-b and ker¬ 
chief side of life' 7 '’ as a necessary part of a philosophy that 
took ail life joyously, without discrimination. "To accept 
civilization as it is ;* he remarks, “practically means accept¬ 
ing decay.” 

But to accept what j.s obscene and evil in the world one 
finds is one thing, To nurture ii within oneself Is another. 
And this explains die contrast between Orwell’s tolerant 
treatment of Miller and his ferocious condemnation of 
Salvador Dali in '"Benefit of Clergy. 1 ” This essay looks at 
high art as “Baffles and Miss Blandish'' looked at popular 
.literature, Its subject is Dali's autobiography, and the crit¬ 
icism, despite the introduction of a little amateur psychol¬ 
ogy, is almost entirely moral, It is clear that what raises 
Orwell’s anger is not. the sexual but the sadistic element 
in Dali’s writing and painting. Dali’s autobiography is “a 
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book that stinks/ 7 Dali himself is “a symptom of the 
world's illness" and his paintings are "tilseased and dis¬ 
gusting.” Orwell knows what ho thinks of Dali: the prob¬ 
lem he faces ls what can be done about an artist who is 
obviously “as antisocial as a flea/" And here he proposes a 
division between the artist and the citizen, Crime for art's 
sake cannot be tolerated. But as an artist, Dali must be 
defended„ He is not a fraud, and his works, which, techni¬ 
cally have the kind of merits Orwell appreciates, should 
be diagnosed rather than being suppressed. Why an artist 
of undoubted ability should act in this way is the question 
we must solve. For \vickedne$x'' (and the italics arc Or¬ 
well's) is in an artist only an escape from some hidden 
frustration* 

The Dali essay is important, not merely because it 
shows the extremity of n moralistic fervor that in Orwell 
overrode all ather criteria, but also because it demon¬ 
strates, probably more clearly than any other of his writ¬ 
ings, die essential contradiction within him between the 
artist and moralist. As a critic Orwell was dominated by 
his moralistic conscience; as an artist he was pursuing an 
activity in which.— as he knew—the finest achieve¬ 
ments lie beyond good and evil. .Just as in politics there 
was a point beyond which he could not step without violat¬ 
ing his integrity as a writer, so even in morals (here was a 
point beyond which he could not sanction interference 
with the freedom of the artist — even Eire freedom of the 
artist to produce monstrosities disgusting to everyone but 
himself. 

The essay on Koestler shares with that on Dali a preoc¬ 
cupation with violence, but this time it Is not the violence 
of the individual sadist that, concerns Mm, hut the much 
more terrifying — because much more impersonal —■ vio¬ 
lence of the totalitarian state. Koestler, one of Orwell's 
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personal friends, aroused ins interest for several, reasons: 
be bad developed, like Orwell himself, a '‘style of life"'; for 
a long period he had worked in the secret heart, of the 
Third International and was therefore one of the most in¬ 
formed of antl-Communists; and. in Franco’s prisons and 
m the refugee camps of France, he had lived out the 
drama of the political fugitive in the Europe of the Thir¬ 
ties. 

The real heart of Orwell's essay is Ills interest in Koest- 
lers novel of Stalinist Russia at the time of the Moscow 
trials.. Darkness at Noon, Superficially, there Is a consider¬ 
able resemblance between the central situations in Dark¬ 
ness at Nairn and Nineteen FAghtif-Four, between the 
sufferings of Kubashov [n the Ogpu prisons and those of 
Winston Smith in the Ministry of Love, hut Orwell's criti¬ 
cisms of Kcestiers book illuminate the differences rather 
than the similarities. As he points out, Darknsrri at Noon 
centers round one question i ^Why did Eubashoy con¬ 
fess?"' Much mystery still hangs over the Moscow trials. 
Were the accused men guilty? That they were not guilty 
of the crimes actually attributed to them seems evident. 

Were thev tortured and blackmailed with threats to their 

■* 

relatives and friends? Orwell considers tills the common- 
sense explanation. Koestler, however, incorporates a strong 
element of willingness in Rxibasbov's final confession; it 
arises out of “mental bankruptcy and the habit of loyalty 
to the Party." Underlying Koes tier's choice of this least 
likely of three possible alternatives, Orwell suggests, is a 
judgment on the whole revolutionary tradition, a sugges¬ 
tion that the very process of revolution is corrupting, 
Given such a conclusion, which seems to he a fair reading 
of Koestler, Orwell assumes that one can only become ei¬ 
ther a complete pessimist or, as Koestler had described 
himself, a "short-term pessimist," who feels that the 
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present is doomed to be unpleasant and that all one can do 
is to withdraw from action and try to remain sane in the 
hope that in a century the storms will have blown over 
and the world will be a better place. * 

Or well did not accept pessimism. He felt, like Camus, 
dint we must build our dikes against the storm and try to 
mitigate its effects. This is why the tone of Nineteen 
EightiyFonr is admonitory whereas that of Darkness at: 
Noon is fatalistic. To begin, Winston Smith does not rep¬ 
resent, as Hubashov does, the last, flickers of bourgeois 
decency dying out in the twilight of revolutionary tyranny. 
On the contrary, he represents the flame of human de¬ 
cency, of the love for liberty and truth,, springing up in the 
depths of an established darkness. He does not carry 
Rubaehov's share of guilt for founding the regime that de¬ 
stroys him; on the contrary, by our standards he is as to¬ 
tally innocent as by the standards of his society he is to¬ 
tally guilty, merely for having had the thought of opposi¬ 
tion. And when Winston confesses and submits it is not 
through any rot that springs From within himself, but en¬ 
tirely because he has been submitted to physical tortures 
and relentless psychological conditioning. That Winston 
resists in his own way until the moment when all his possi¬ 
ble defenses have been destroyed provides the core of hope 
in Nineteen Eighty-Four — a core which is entirely absent 
from Darkness at Noam Once again, the essay on Koestlex 
brings its own evidence that Nineteen Eighty-Four t dark 
though its tones and lurid though its Gothic lighting may 
appear, was not the product of sui ulti.niately pessimistic 
attitude. Revolutions indeed go wrong if we do not take 
caTc 3 Orwell is saying, but perhaps, one of the reasons why 

* I consider this a false assumption, sinoe it ignores the alterna¬ 
tives to tfialert t action. In Orwell's essay on Gandhi, v<.'ri£teB fcuri 
years after that on Koestter, he first gives consideration to the pos¬ 
sibility of nonviolent action. 
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they do so is that men always tend to link the revolt 
tionary process \i? 3 th the dream of Utopia. It is the deadly 
illusion of perfectionism that Orwell attacks, here as in 
Nineteen Eighty-Four. In its place he sets up a humane 
stoicism. 

Perhaps same degree of suffering is ineradicable from hu¬ 
man life, perhaps the choice before man 1^ always a choice of 
evils, perhaps even the aim of socialism is not to make the 
world perfect;, but to make 1L batter. All revolutions are fail¬ 
ures, but they are not all the same failure. 


V 

W FIAT MAKES almost all of Orwell's essays stil] so 
fresh and fascinating, long after die occasion for 
their writing lias lost its original interest, is the informal¬ 
ity, the sense of linear development,. which gives one the 
feeling of being inside the author’s mind as he is develop¬ 
ing his thoughts. In the essays on individual, writers the 
sense of participation is deepened by the fact that Orwell 
can never resist thinking of another writer as a person 
and trying to sec him in his mind’s eye., and as. it is the 
literary rather than the everyday personality that he re¬ 
constructs, we get from Ids criticism, a kind, of imaginative 
satisfaction analagous to that induced by certain elusive 
types of fiction. And if, as usually happens, Orwell uncon¬ 
sciously reveals as much about himself as he does about 
■* 

his subject, the interest is further deepened. 

The essays that deal with general literary questions 
have not. quite the same personal intimacy, and in this 
they rather resemble his purely political: essays. We no 
longer feel that we are inside the authors mind. Instead, 
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we can imagine ourselves silting in a London lecture hail 
of' the 1gqn's, one of those decrepit, gray* drafty places 
dating from the days of Marx and Morris and frequented 
by small political parties and vegetarian groups. But for 
once (lie speaker is better than we had ever hoped for, 
combining, in the great radical tradition., strong opinions, 
pungent heresies, brilliant reasoning, great scholarship, 
contempt for scholars, and a colloquial delivery that does 
not despise lire advantages of rhetoric. Occasionaly the 
speaker passes off on us a bit of logical legerdemain, occa¬ 
sionally he shows prejudice or paranoia, and sometimes 
his jokes are rather threadbare, but it is jail in the spirit of 
the performance, and we go away with the general im¬ 
pression of sensible things Well and sincerely said. 

In these essays, Orwell is dealing with topical questions 
— What has happened to the old traditions of free 
speech? Where is the English language going? What can 
writers expect if they get involved with the Labor Party? 

■—-bin he uses these issues to state some permanent 
truths about literature. In ‘The Prevention of literature,” 
for example, he is concerned about the growing tendency 
in the postwar world to depart from the old equation of 
rebellion with intellectual integrity. In the West, he points 
out, it is the majority group of rebels against the existing 
order, the Communists and their supporters, who are 
most inclined to claim that “freedom is undesirable and 
thai intellectual honestv is a form of antisocial selfish- 

j 

ness.” He sums up the immediate problem jti this state¬ 
ment: 

What is really at Issue is the right to report contemporary 
events truthfully, or as truthfully as is consistent with the 
ignorance, bias and self-deception from which every observer 
necessarily Suffers, 
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At this point Orwell might inertly be defending the 
freedom of journalists; but he rapidly expands the field to 
include all prose writing, and it is here that the essay 
takes on its real imerest, since it tells, us what Orwell con¬ 
siders Lhc necessary prerequisites lor the flourishing of his 
art, and so, indirectly, the conditions he himself needs in 
order to write effectively. 

He denies, for example, that in this matter there is any 
real distinction between the needs of “imaginative” and 

I—-' 

''polemical' 7 literature. The polemical writer deals in fact; 
the imaginative writer deals in “subjective feelings, which 
from his point, of view are facts. 77 But when the novelist is 
expected to adapt, what he says to the requirements of po¬ 
litical orthodoxy, he is falsifying his subjective feelings,, 
and when he has done that he has “destroyed his dy¬ 
namo/ literary .inventiveness — even more than inven¬ 
tiveness in the other arts — is dependent on free ranging 
over the fields of thought, and when liberty of thought per¬ 
ishes, literature is doomed. So, by implication, the defense 
of literature must begin as soon as the freedom of the 
journalist is threatened. Freedom of the press, like other 
freedoms, is indivisible, “Writers and Leviathan" written 
two years after “The Prevention of Literature,” carries tire 
same idea into the narrower field Of political action, warn¬ 
ing the author to beware of offering his talents even to 
those parties which evoke his sympathies, for the good 
reason reiterated that, orthodoxy and imaginative activity 
arc Incompatible. 

“Politics and the English Language 77 deals with another 
aspect of the danger which politics, and particularly total¬ 
itarian politics, poses to literature. Orwell points to the 
generally accepted opinion that “the English language is 
in a bad way,' 77 but, unlike most of those who lament this 
fact, he believes that if wc act. resolutely, the decay can be 
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stopped. The essay was written in 19.46, a.t the end gf a 
period during which Orwell had been lusciously working 
on Ills own style to achieve the spare and direct form of 
Antmfil Farm, he was speaking from expedience and a 
sense of involvement. In his view, politics had been one of 
the principal causes of the decay of the language, because 
“political speech and writing are largely the defense of the 
indefensible/'' Polities — on the left as on the right — 
has become steadily more insincere, and “the great 
enemy of clear language is insincerity.'"' But the position 
might easily be inverted, for a return to clear language 
could, by exposing insincerity, help to bring about a "po¬ 
litical regeneration" Orwell advocates a return to sim¬ 
plicity, freshness and economy of writing, to. a general 
abandonment of stale images and meaningless ]argon. 

When we consider how well Orwell handles the ques¬ 
tion of language, and verbal form on this occasion, and 
how able lie shows himself in the analysis of bad writing, 
we are inclined to regret that he did not devote himself 
more seriously to stylistic criticism, As it is we are left 
with a single brilliant statement on some of the most im¬ 
portant causes of bad writing, and an indication of Or¬ 
well's own attitude as a practicing writer, summed up ad¬ 
mirably in the sentence; “If you simplify your English, 
you axe freed from the worst, follies of orthodoxy/' Setting 
out to express through literature his vision of the truth, 
Orwell was led to a progressive simplification and clarifi¬ 
cation of his own language. But simplification does not 
mean impoverishment., as we realize when we listen to the 
voice of Orwell’s prose. 
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vi 

WH*T is above all needed is to let the meaning 

T T choose the word/' This phrase, which provides Lhc 
keynote to Orwell's recommendations for the regeneration 
of the English language, might also he taken to summa¬ 
rize the attitude towards literary form which he developed 
during Lhc part of his wiling life that is known to us. The 
thought he had to express always came first into his mind, 
and the form was selected, in so far as an artist ever does 
select deliberately, to present with the greatest effective¬ 
ness the message he wished to convey. In '"Why f Write 113 
he explains: 

My starting point is always a feeling of partis an ship, a sense 
of injustice. When I sit down to write a book, "I do not say to 
myself, “i am going to produce a work of art. 31 1 write because 
tilery is some Lie that I want to expose, some fact to which I 
want to draw attention, and my initial concern is to get. a 
hearing. 

At the same time form and style were. Tor him, no mere 
mechanisms for the achievement of clear expression. One 
need only compare The Road to Wigan Pier with reports 
on slum conditions prepared by trained sociologists to 
realize that what Orwell has produced is something very 
different from ordinary competent expository writing. In 
the selection of words, in the shape of sentences, in the 
arrangement of incident and argument, there is an indi¬ 
vidual sensibility at work, a mind that operates by other 
rules than those of mere utility. Ay Orwell himself re¬ 
marked, lie could not wriLe even in an expository sense if 
he did not find it also an aesthetic experience. 
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Nevertheless, Orwell's "partisans})ip"" significantly ef¬ 
fected the nature of his approach to the art of writing. 
Always he wrote to a purpose outside mere writing, so that 
the form of the work of literature was never, for him, an 
end in itself, and he never indulged in stylistic experimen¬ 
tation for its own sake, Even in discussing other writers, 
he soon tired of the formal aspects of their work, no matter 
how deliberately and effectively these may have been cul¬ 
tivated. His essay on Yeats, for example, begins with a 
singularly l'ccblc attempt at verbal analysis, noting an 
affected use of the word “that” (“Or that William Blake”), 
remarking that certain phrases "suddenly overwhelm one 
like a giiTs face across a room," commenting Lhat Yeats 
"does not flinch from a squashy vulgar word like loveli¬ 
ness >’ ” and showing the lack of seriousness with which he 
approaches such analysis by lazily confessing that he is 
merely quoting from memory. But as soon as he begins to 
chew on what for him is the meat of the sub ject, the ideas 
and die moral impulses that underlie Yeats’s poems, his 
essay suddenly takes on pace and authority, and the 
schoolboyish ineptitude of the opening stylistic discussion 
completely vanishes, 

Tf we can accept what Orwell tells us in "Why I Write"* 
about his literary development it seems evident that the 
extra-artistic impulse was always the starting point of his 
writing. As a child, he tells us, he began to make up stories 
and. to write poems because he recognized within him ‘'a 
facility with words and a power of facing unpleasant 
facts" that enabled him to compensate for a feeling of "be¬ 
ing isolated and undervalued.” As we have seen elsewhere, 
Orwell is inclined to impute to himself at a very early age 
(he is now talking of the time when he was less than five) 
the kind of self-analyzing propensity which seems im¬ 
probably adult for even the most precocious child. We 
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must reserve judgment on this information, and pass to 
the period of Orwoil's later schooldays and early man¬ 
hood, on which his statements arc likely to be more objec¬ 
tively reliable. 

This is what, he describes as his “nonlilerary" period* 
extending -— he tells us — up to about the age of twenty- 
five., but clearly it was the lime when the characteristic 
features of his attitude as a writer were first established. 
He did in fact cany on a certain amount of subliterary 
activity on a rather trivial level; he edited school maga¬ 
zines (“the ir.esL pitiful burlesque stuff"), and produced 
^made-to-order” poetry and semi comic vers d'occusion 
“quickly, easily and without much pleasure to myself." 
When we remember the atrocious quality of most of the 
poetry which Orwell wrote and even published during the 
early ig3o's„ we can accept the implication that this early 
work was intrinsically valueless. More interesting is the 
pattern it seems to prefigure, since Orwell remained always 
an occasional writer. With the exception of his two worst 
novels* A Clergymans Daughter and Keep the Aspidistra 
Flying, he appears to have produced hardly anything out 
of the mere decision to write a book, Tn almost every other 
case there was an “occasion,” a particularly interesting ex¬ 
perience, or an argument or fear nagging in his mind, that 
gave him the first. Impulse to write. 

But the fact that writing was Orwell's special wav of 
reacting to experience, and that lie felt impelled to give 
his arguments — no matter how much preliminary con¬ 
versation there had been — a final shape in prose, Is 
something that still has to be explained. And here he tells 
us that from early childhood down to his days of inner 
solitude in Burma he had carried on a habit of' creating 
unspoken and unwritten literature, first by inventing 








prosk jlikk a wiNUOWPAriE 339 


crude adventure stories of which he was die hero, and 
afterwards by keeping running a mental narrative of 
"wha t I was doing and the things I saw. 1 * 

Although I had to search, and did search, for the right 
words. I seemed to be making this descriptive effort almost 
against my Wfjl* under a kind of compulsion from butaidei 
The "story'’ njilst; 1 suppose, have reflected the styles of the 
various writers I admired at different ages, and so far as I re¬ 
member it always had the same meticulous descriptive quality. 

The feeling of being compelled., of' writing against one’s 
will., is a common one among writers; indeed,, it seems to 
be an essential aspect of any creative activity that much Js 
given and motivated by some source outside reason, and 
the activity of the artist consists largely in shaping and 
controlling tills clement consciously and rationally. This 
“outside” or unconscious element remained strong in Or¬ 
well's work, Even his essays often give the appearance of 
having developed through a kind of free flow of thought, 
while the frequent emphasis in his novels on such phe¬ 
nomena as involuntary memory (Coming Up for Air), 
amnesia and slow recovery of memory (A Clergymans 
Daughter) ? and dreams and nightmare (Nineteen Eighfij- 
Four) suggests that Orwell was very much aware of the 
importance of extrarational elements in human life and 
— equally — in literary creation. 

His other important emphases are on the search for the 
right word, and on description, Orwell remembers himself 
as first selecting words for special purposes, but he tells ns 
that later, in reading Paradise Lost, he all at once “discov¬ 
ered die joy of mere words, i.e., the sounds and associ¬ 
ations of words. . . . As for the need to describe things,* 
he adds in the same paragraph, *T knew all about it al- 
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ready.’ 1 And he goes on to show how the double preoccupa¬ 
tion with, description and words determined the kind of 
books he wished to write in bis youth. 

1 wanted lo write enormous natural is tic novels with un¬ 
happy endings, full of detailed descriptions and arresting 
similes, and also full of purple passages in which words were 
used partly for the sake of their sound. And in fact my first 
completed novel. Biirmese Bmjs M which 1 wrote when I was 
thirty* but projected much earlier, is rather that kind or book. 

Description — the urge to recount experiences., to pic¬ 
ture scenes, to weave die odd observed facts of existence 
intci the tapestry of prose — this is die original external 
purpose, to which is added very soon (at least as early as 
“A Hanging” and doubtless before) the desire to discuss 
what, has been described, so that argument follows experi¬ 
ence. The eventual narrowing of discussion into moral- 
political polemics is merely a further development along 
the same lines. But ail the time there is the concern for 
words, in dieir dual role as evocative sounds and as the 
means to exact description and argument 

This double movement, of Orwellian prose can be seen 
most effectively in the kind of autobiographical-polemical 
reportage which ha developed as his most characteristic 
form of writing. The structure of such works is deter¬ 
mined by the peculiar Orwellian dialectic of presenting 
experience and then arguing from it. It. is* essentially, a 
logical rather than an organic structure* determined by a 
rather simple system of balancing members. 

In each case Orwell catches our attention by a fine de¬ 
scriptive set piece which- serves as a kind of overture, We 
enter Daym And Out in Paris and London to the sound of 
the morning squabbles in the Rue du Coq d’Gr, we slide 
Into the world of slums and unemployment in The Road to 
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Wigan Pier through the sensationally seedy anteroom of 
the Bookers 5 lodging house, and the whole heroic tone of 
H&mnrje to Catalonia is set by the high-keyed moment of 
Orwells meeting with the Italian militiaman in Barcelona 
On the eve of his own joining up to fight for the Republi¬ 
can cause,. 

The alternation of narration and argument that follows 
can he observed in Down and Out in Faria and London, 
The first nine chapters- (T apologize for the introduction of 
statistical criticism, which is useful at this point and will 
not happen again) tell how Orwell carne to be destitute in 
Paris, and recount his attempts to fight off starvation tip to 
the moment when he and his Mend Boris get work in the 
Hotel X. This section has the progressive episodic flavor of 
a picaresque, but once the heroes have found work the 
pace slows, the atmosphere changes, and we settle down 
to another nine chapters which describe, with illustrative 
incidents embedded in the narration, she life of a great 
hotel as seen from below the stairs. A further three chap¬ 
ters supplement this description with a seulborTs-eye view 
of a fashionable Paris restaurant, and then the whole tale 
of Orwell's experience of Gallic destitution is rounded off 
with a chapter discussing the reasons for die survival of 
tire occupation of dishwasher. Now, in Ihe briefest of in¬ 
terludes, Orwell crosses the Channel, and the balancing 
second part of the book beginS; It is about half the length 
of the first part and so avoids excessive symmetry. Some 
ten chapters, in which narratives of wandering from 
spike to spike arc interspersed with descriptions of tramp 
habits, tramp ways of earning a living, tramp jargon and 
so on, are devoted to the world of London down-and-outs. 
The final three chapters offer Orwell’s general reflections 
on tramps and what should be done to mitigate the social 
problem which they represent. 
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Basically the same form is followed m both The Road to 
YPifitin Riot' and Homage to Catalonia, The Road to Witf&n 
Pier begins with the Bookers' house, goes on to tell of Or¬ 
well's impressions irj the mines and his experiences col¬ 
lecting information about life on the dole and slum bous¬ 
ing.. and ends with his arguments on what might be done 
to make their lot better. The second part (in this case the 
book is formally divided into two) begins with an autobio¬ 
graphical passage telling of Or wolfs class-ridden child¬ 
hood, his years in Bonn a and his first plunges into the 
underworld, as a prelude to a discussion on socialism 
from his own peculiar class point of view/. In 'Homage to 
Catalonia there is again a sharp division about the middle 
of the book between the first part narrating Orwell's expe¬ 
riences on the Aragon Front (with a central chapter of 
argument on the political nature of the war embedded in 
the narration) arid the second part,, which describes his 
return to Barcelona, the May fighting, and the proscrip¬ 
tion of PQUM As in the first section there is a central 
chapter on the political implications of the situation and 
on the dishonesty of Communist propagandists and left- 
wing newspaper reporters, with remoter implications in 
terms of the Falsification of history. 

It is, in each case, a simple and unsophisticated form of 
construction. If it is not exactly linear, one might describe 
it as no more than undulant. Il is true that a kind of devel¬ 
opment, through experience to understanding, takes place 
in each book, but it is interesting to observe that while 
Orwell is always anxious, like the good journalist he was, 
to provide an opening that will immediately involve the 
reader, he is so little concerned about bis endings that 
more often than not be goes out with an anticlimax. 'The 
last chapter of Doteu and Out, with its vapid good inten¬ 
tions, is pom ties sly bathetic, while The Road to Wigan 
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Pier ends in a stale joke about the middle class — "For, 
after all, we have nothing to lose but our aitchcsOnly in 
Homage to Catalonia is there a lift in tension towards the 
end, when Orwell and his wife flee across the frontier 
from Barcelona to France, and then, with considerable ar¬ 
tistry, there is the quiet release as the travelers cross to the 
dreaming land or England. 

Such relayed, nndeliberate forms are appropriate to 
books of this nature, where the material or real life needs 
only the minimum of arrangement ■— a matter of what to 
leave out more than anything else — and where the sheer 
quality of the prose can he relied on to carry the subject 
matter and the argument. This is why Orwell, with his 
zest for description and his passion for words that give the 
right feeling to a scene or a thought, is probably the best 
writer of reportage in a whole generation. 

Rut Action is quite another matter, and lie re Orwell has 
tended to succeed — where he has done so — In spite of 
great weaknesses In characterization and structure. Sev¬ 
eral of his critics, Tom Hopkinson and Edward M. 
Thomas among them;, have argued that Orwell only took 
to novels because that happened to be the genre in which 
everyone was writing in the ig^o’s. Ills own accounts, 
however, suggest that he had been ambitious to succeed in 
fiction since childhood, and that his failure to meet ills 
own expectations of what a novelist should be was a mat¬ 
ter of great disappointment, to him. 

His difficulties began with characterization, for, though 
be could admirably sketch a person he had met in real life 
and observed from the outside (for example, Bozo the 
screever in Down <md Out in Paris and London ), he found 
it hard to create a fictional character, observed from 
within, who was not filled with Orwellian attitudes, even 
to the point of breaking at times into his creator's lan- 
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guagc and .expressing bis mp$t charac Leri s lie thoughts. 
One hero alone, George Bowling in Corning Up for Air, 
develops enough vital autonomy to live in our minds, as a 
credible character, though oven he has his improbabilities 
— can one really imagine so genially vulgar a man being 
as well-read, articulate and sensitive to natural beauty as 
Orwell suggests? In their own agonized way, Orwell's ma¬ 
jor characters do learn about existence, and so there is 
always some kind of development centered around them, 
though usually their; education consists of little more than 
becoming sadder and wiser as they realize that for all 
their efforts they are merely back where they started, with, 
their comforting illusions removed by the surgery of expe¬ 
rience.. 

Orwell's characters are, in fact, singularly passive for 
the creations of so active a man'; all the important things 
in their lives happen to them, and whenever they them¬ 
selves try to take action, which is usually in the form of 
rebellion against their passive role, it ends always in futil¬ 
ity, so that if one were to judge Orwell only by his novels, 
one might imagine that he held some Buddhistic doctrine 
of the futility of action. That, of course, is not quite his 
point. What he is really saying is that in life most actions 
and most rebellions end in rather unheroic failure, hut 
that, at the same time, it is better to act and to rebel than 
to do nothing at all; the little flame of dissent, like the 
little bit of coral in Winston s paperweight, is what really 
counts. 

As with Dickens if is usually Orwell's minor characters, 
in whom there is no pretense of either growth or inner 
tension, who are the most effective in their obsessive in¬ 
tensities — characters like Mrs. Creevy, proprietress of 
the evil Ring-wood Academy; Kills in Burmese Days, the 
fanatical hater of anyone with a colored skin; and even, 
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in a way, George Bowling, who is really a comic minor 
character magnified, seen from the inside, and provided 
with a history like the tail of a comet, 

if Orwell .finds it hard to create thoroughly convincing 
major characters, it is not merely because of their passiv¬ 
ity, or because of the flavor of ineffectuality which lingers 
in one's mind when the booh is read and they recede in 
one's mental vision. It. is also because they are never really 
defined in their relationships with other people. Gordon 
Comstock in Keep the Aspidistra Flying has three major 
personal relationships, until his sister, with his friend 
Ravels ten, and with his girl Rosemary. Rut in no case does 
the relationship come alive, and this is not merely because 
of Gordon's phenomena] self-centeredness. It is rather be¬ 
cause there is no real individuality about the other charac¬ 
ters* and consequently nothing that can strike out against 
his egotism. The sister Is a whining masochistic spinster, 
on whom Gordon preys constantly, We are told that he 
“adores’ 3 Ravelston, but in fact he makes that insipid high¬ 
brow the butt of his most vicious attacks on the intellectual 
establishment and on the rich, whom he hates because of 
his own voluntary assumption of poverty. Neither the sis¬ 
ter nor Ravels ton reacts in any meaningful way; all they 
show is their ineffectual willingness to be exploited and 
insulted indefinitely. As for Rosemary,, it is true that site 
plays the part of the seductive and eventually rapacious 
siren, but it is difficult, when one reads the juvenile dia¬ 
logue that goes on between her and Gordon and when one 
sniffs the smell of hockey-field heartiness that hangs over 
her, to imagine how she succeeds. Keep the Aspidistra Fly¬ 
ing is, admittedly, the worst example of OrwelFs failure to 
involve his characters in credible relationships, and this is 
possibly because, in creating Comstock, he concentrated 
so immoderately on the isolating emotion of self-pity. 
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In his other novels s it is where a touch of comedy or 
Incongruity strikes a spark that his characters really come 
to life, Dorothy Hare’s friendship with Mr. Warburton, 
with Its ever-to-bc-rcpelled attempts at seduction and its 
slight, flavor of vestry daring, is the best tiling in A Clergy¬ 
mans Daughter, and infinitely more credible than the lu¬ 
gubrious travesties of love affairs that go on between Gor¬ 
don and Rosemary, and Winston and Julia, The only mar¬ 
riage in Orwell's novels that really arouses one’s interest is 
that of George and Hilda Bowling, which, by the time we 
come upon it, lias taken on the conventions of wedded life, 
in one of Donald McGill's postcards, with the husband 
perpetually suffering for the suspicions aroused by his 
past adventures. In Burmese Days there is one very con¬ 
vincing and moving relationship — that between Tlory 
and Dr, Veras warm, with all Its laughable misunder¬ 
standing's and with the pathetic loyalty, all on one side, 
that rounds it off. 

But Burmese Days contains another relationship — or 
perhaps rather a. confrontation — which has an impor¬ 
tant bearing upon the partial nature of On,veil’s success as 
a fiction writer, Burmese Days is the most conventional of 
Orwell’s novels, and as a novel the most successful. In 
his other novels Orwell funnels the in tensity of feeling 
through a single character because only one character is 
seen from within. Rut the true novel, as he in the end ar¬ 
gues in his essay on Cissing, ahvays contains “at least two 
characters, probably more, who are described from the 
inside and on the same level of probability," and Burmese 
Days is the only one among his hooks that meets Lids re¬ 
quirement, BothFlory and Elizabeth Lackers teen are seen, 
from the inside. It is true thru no kind of intimacy is ever 
established between them, but that is part of the author s 
intent, What doers take place is a confrontation in winch 
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tbey act upon and help to define each other, even though, 
by reason of' Florys inveterate romanticism and Eliza¬ 
beths abysmal selfishness, they are always at cross pur¬ 
poses and never even begin to understand each other. It is 
a relationship in the realistic tradition, and falls into the 
same class as that between Pierre Bezoukhov and Helene., 
or Charles and Emma Bovary. 

Orwell's failures in characterization are closely con¬ 
nected with the failures of general structure in his books. 
His concentration on the word as the vital unit of litera¬ 
ture made him neglect the larger elements of literary 
planning so that —except in Days — he never 

worked out an even approximately satisfactory form for a 
larger work of fiction. It is true that he was always search¬ 
ing,. for the six works of fiction which he did write repre¬ 
sented almost as many different types, Emwese Dags can 
be accepted as a Erne novel in the tradition deriving from 
Flaubert. Rut it was followed by a regression, in .4 Clergy¬ 
man's Daughter, to a loose picaresque with the elementary 
structure of a number of episodes strung on the thread of 
a journey. including at least one deliberately unrealistic 
passage (the Joyed an scene among the derelicts in Trafal¬ 
gar- Square); several of the episodes owed their presence 
to the author’s desire to describe hLs own experiences as a 
hop-picker, a down-and-out In London and a teacher hi a 
small private school rather than to any evident needs of 
the plot. Keep the: Aspidistra t-lying is certainly not a novel 
in the traditional sense, and can probably be most kindly 
described as a burlesque. Coming Up for Air is a kind of 
prose dramatic monologue, held together mainly by the 
fascination of Ceorge Bowling's memories- it is a book al¬ 
most without Construction, with a vast middle section de¬ 
voted to the past as Bowling’s mind portrays it, and a 
disproportionately small final section describing episodi- 
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cally the trip back to Louver Rinfield which is the main 
action of the book. farm, which Or well described 

as a fairy tale, is really a fable, and it is also the only one 
of bis books which Is engineered with perfect tightness 
and economy, largely because it was built around an ac¬ 
tual historical incident, the Russian Revolution and tis. 
betrayal. The problems of character are magnificently 
evaded by the stylization which becomes possible through 
the substitution of animals for human beings, and the 
simplified personalities that result are nearer to .’Jonsonlan 
humors than to characters in the modem sense of the 
word, 

Finally, Ninetsen FAgfcty-Faiw is a Utopia, even if it is 
seen in negative; and, like other works of its kind, it has to 
find room for a great deal of detail of a kind that would be 
unnecessary in an ordinary novel. Mere again, though per¬ 
haps not so successfully as m Animal Farm., Orwell takes 
a great deal more care over construction than he did in 
any of Ms prewar books except Burmese Days. He solves 
one of the recurrent problems of Utopian writing, that ol' 
having to deal with the mass of unfamiliar inventions, ap¬ 
pliances and arrangements in a. society of the future, by 
assuming that the physical setting of London will not 
have changed except to the extent of having become a 
great deal more decrepit; In other words, that Utopia may¬ 
be something quite different from a stcel-and-concrclc 
paradise — may in fact be more than anything else a 
state of mind. He brings in a few inventions that are of 
use merely to the police so as to show the direction society 
has taken, and the space saved in this way he uses for 
long passages of theoretical material relating to the new 
society—particularly discussions on Newspeak. extracts 
from the spurious Goldstein book describing the history of 
Oceania and the Party, and dialogues between Winston 
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Smith and O'Brien in the torture chambers. Here* of 
course* Orwell is adapting to fiction the pattern of his 
books of reportage; but while the arrangement helps the 
reader to understand the didactic message of the book, it 
tends to overwhelm tire human drama that is — at 'least 
in fictional terms — the heart of the book. The main flaw 
of Nineteen Eighty-Four is in fact that it has two centers, 
a political and theoretical one and a human rinds these 
centers come together when Winston is confronted by 
CDrien in the Ministry of Love. For this is not only the 
point where Winston meets the power of the Party in all 
its inhumane force; it is also the point where the essen¬ 
tially human contact he thought he had established with 
O’Brien is betrayed. But instead of allowing the situation 
to speak in these terms, Orwell entirely spoils the effect by 
allowing O'Brien to argue and discourse at length, like an 
inverted image of himself, on the dialectics of power. 
Thus he fails at the crucial point to fuse flic dual purposes 
of the book. 

Orwell established his own manner of life, his own 
moral-political stance, his own way of using words, even 
his own form of reportage, but he never established, at 
least in the larger structural sense, a characteristic form 
for his fiction. Nor can it really be said that he spent the 
time in experimentation, since every one of tine six differ¬ 
ent forms he used for his novels (to use the word ?tovcI in 
its broadest sense) was a ready-made picked from the gen¬ 
eral rack of serviceable forms developed over the centu¬ 
ries. It seems that just as Orwell was not interested in cre¬ 
ating a system for his thought, so he was not interested in 
creating an overall structure within which to write. He 
was content to accept the structures other men had al¬ 
ready developed* and even these he did not always use 
With, great care. Sometimes one has the impression — it 
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happens with a good book like Coming Op for Air as well 
as an indifferent book like 'A Clergyman's. Dimijhtor — 
that he got an idea and a vague shape in his mind and let 
the writing follow Its course. Without very much ex agger* 
ation one might apply to him one of his own remarks 
about Dickens — "a writer whose parts are greater than 
his wholes. ... all fragments, all details — rotten ar¬ 
chitecture,, but wonderful gargoyles/" 

But though Orwell had little sense of fictional architec¬ 
ture and was a poor hand at characterization, the question 
as to whether he is a writer worth reading half a genera¬ 
tion after his death hardlv arises. He so obviously is, be- 
cause what he liked doing he did superlatively well. His 
descriptions are magnificent^ his polemical arguments, 
even when they occur in the wrong places, are always in¬ 
tensely readable; every one of his books contains episodes 
which most writers would give years of their lives to have 
written; his style in the narrower sense, his way with 
words, is inimitable. 

Not since Swift, his great master, has there been a 
prose more lucid, flexible, exact and eloquent than Or¬ 
well's. Bui Orwell goes beyond Swift, for he can speak in 
the tone of humor as well as that of satire; he can sound 
the lyrical and the elegiac as well as the urbane and aus¬ 
tere notes, and his style is capable of many variations. The 
tone in which he writes of Wigan, for example, Is quite 
different from the tone in. which he writes of Aragon, less 
heroic and rhetorical, as is appropriate to the different 
worlds he is presenting, and the style in winch he argues 
is different from that in which he describes. In his fiction, 
even, there are several perceptibly different forms, ol the 
On-vellian style. Here are three samples drawn from books 
spaced out in terms of publication over the twelve years 
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from 1-933 to 1945 They show variation, and also devel¬ 
opment. 

In a moment the girl began to dance, JBut at first it was not 
a dance, it was a -rhythmic nodding,, posturing and twisting 
at the elbows, like tho movements of one of those jointed 
wooden figures on an old-fashioned roundabout. The way her 
neck and elbow's rotated was precisely like a jointed doll* and 
yet incredibly sinuous. Her hands, twisting like snakeheads 
With the fingers close together, could lie back until they were 
almost along her forearms. By degrees her movements ■quick¬ 
ened, She began to leap from side to side, hinging herself 
■down in a kind of cfiifsy arid springing up again with cxtraoi- 
din ary agility, in spite of the long tan&yi that imprisoned her 
feet. Then she danced in a grotesque posture as though sitting 
down-, knees bent, body leaned forward, with her arms ex¬ 
tended and writhing, her head also moving to the beat of the 
drums. The music quickened u> a climax. The girl rose upright 
and whirled round as swiftly as a top* the panniers of her 
in fly 1 flying out about her like the petals of a snowdrop. Then 
the music stopped as abruptly as it. had begun, and the girl 
sank again into a curtsy, amid raucous shouting from the 
audience, [Burmest- Days] 


The float dived straight down, I could still see it under the 
water, kind of dim red, and. I felt the rod tighten in my hand, 
Christ, that feeling] The line jerking and straining and a fish 
on the other end of iif The others saw my rod bending, and the 
next moment lhey ? d all flung their rods down and rushed 
round to me. I gave a terrific haul and the- fish — a great huge 
silvery fish — come flying up through the air. The same mo¬ 
ment all of us gave a yell of agony. The fish had slipped off 
the honk and fallen Into shallow’' water where he couldn't turn 
over,, and for perhaps a second he lay theTc on his side help¬ 
less, Joe flung himself down into the water, splashing us all 
over, and grabbed him in both hands. 4 got 'im]' 1 he yelled. 
The next moment he’d flung the fish onto the grass and we 
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Were all kneeling round iL How we gloated 1 The poor dying 
brute flapped up mid down and his scales glistened all the 
colors of the rainbow. It was a huge carp, seven inches long 
at least, and must have weighed a quarter of a pound, How 
we shouted to sec himt But the next moment it was as though 
a shadow had fallen across us, We looked up, and there was 
old Brewer standing over us, with his tall billycock hat — one 
of those hats they used to wear that w r erc a cross between a Lop 
hat and a bowler ™ and his cowhide gaiters and a thick hazel 
stick in hi 5 hand. 

We suddenly cowered like partridges when there's a hawk 
overhead, lie looked .from one to other of us. He had a wicked 
•old mouth with no teeth fn it, and since he'd shaved his beard 
off his chin looked like a nutcracker. [Commy L r p for Air] 


The windmill presented unexpected difficulties. There was 
a good quarry of limestone on the farm, and plenty of sand 
and cement had been found in one of the outhouses, so that 
all the materials for building were a( hand. Bui the problem 
the animals could net at first solve was how to break up the 
stone into pieces of suit-aide size. There seemed no way of do¬ 
ing this except with picks and crowbars, which no animal 
could use, because no animal, could stand on his hind legs, 
Only after weeks of vain effort did the right idea occur to 
somebody—namely, to utilize the force of gravity. Huge 
boulders, tar too big to be used as they were, -were lying ah 
over the bed of the quarry. The animals lashed ropes round 
these, and then all together, cows, horses, sheep, any animal 
that could lay hold of the rope—even the pigs sometimes 
joined in at critical moments'— they dragged them with des¬ 
perate slowness up the slope to the top of (he quarry, where 
they were toppled over the edge, to shatter in pieces below. 
Transporting the stone when It was once broken was compara¬ 
tively simple. The horses carried it off hi cartloads, the sheep 
dragged single blocks, even Muriel and Benjamin yoked them¬ 
selves into an old governess-can and did their share. By late 
summer a sufficient store of stone had accumulated, and then 
the building began, under the yuperinteriJence of the pigs. 
[Ammti.J! Tumi 
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The first is Orwell's earliest sryle ± somewhat ornate, but 
by no means inappropriate to its rather exotic subject, a 
dance so stylized that it requires a stylized description. 
The sentence builds up in a series of phrases which sug¬ 
gest the dance’s continuous movement. There are no less 
than four similes in this relatively short passage, none of 
them really red mi dam, Tire first, with its image of jednted 
fig tires on an old roundabout, sets the outlandish quality 
of the scene. The last gains its effect from the mild shock 
of tliinking of snowdrops in the steamy heat of Burma. 
The choice in words is rather more pretentious and con¬ 
ventional in a literary way than Orwell would later have 
made, and there are a number of overused phrases of the 
type he later condemned; “Incredibly sinuous," ^extraor¬ 
dinary agility,” “the music stopped as abruptly as it had 
begun.” 

The second passage shows an immense gain in vigor 
and immediacy. The language and the rhythms arc, of 
course, fat more colloquial, and the number of Latinized 
words is reduced to a mini mum. The sentences are short, 
often exclamatory, so that the excitement builds up in a 
staccato rhythm quite different from the slow, fluent 
rhythm of the description of the Burmese dancer. The use 
of metaphor is not abandoned, but it is adapted to the 
manner of speech, so that all the similes are those which 
an ordinary man like Bowling with a country upbringing 
might have used, and which, in their proper context, re¬ 
tain a considerable freshness. There is a touch of exag¬ 
geration about the phraseology, but this reflects the per¬ 
sonality and the humor of the speaker. It is the language 
of speech, using its rhythms, while the earlier language is 
the language of literature. One can imagine Bowling say¬ 
ing these words in one’s car; they project an image of the 
speaker as well as of the scene. One cannot imagine any- 
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one malong an oral description of the Burmese dance in 
language resembling that which Orwell used when he 
wrote Burmese Buys. 

The final extract shows the ultimate honing down of 
Lhc language to a serviceable sin]plicity resembling that of 
Defoe. There is a quite deliberate formality, rather like 
that of an old-fashioned travel bool:, convoyed in the use 
of phrases like “namely, to utilize the force of gravity/*-“a 
sufficient store of stone,” “under die superintendence of 
the pigs”; diis is designed to establish the distance of the 
world of animals from that of humanity, and so paradoxi¬ 
cally to enable us tip look at humanity from the outside. 
But the functional quality is developed in the simplicity of 
the sentence construction, in the economy of description,, 
which tolls one everything that is needed, but includes, not 
a single unnecessary detail, and above all in the complete 
absence of metaphor (unless of course one might contend 
that the whole fable Is a kind of extended metaphor). It is 
a model of direct, clear description, so transparent that 
even without the help of figures of speech we are able ac¬ 
tually to visualize the animals at work on their human 
tasks. 

This is the ultimate point of Orwellian simplification. 
But the language of Animal Farm is Orwell's highest liter¬ 
ary achievement precisely because it is appropriate to that 
particular story. It would not be appropriate to any other, 
and Orwell, even at the period when he wrote it, used vari¬ 
ant styles for other purposes. More than any other .writer 
of his time, perhaps more than any other writer of Eng¬ 
lish, he learned to “let the meaning choose the word" 
which uric ant to let every meaning choose Us word and 
the tone of its word. The ultimate point in such a search 
com.es When language and meaning are so close that 
one cannot drive the blade of a metaphorical knife be- 
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tween [hem, The style grows so near to the subject that 
one Tin longer thinks of it as a style. This Orwell suc¬ 
ceeded in achieving more often than most other writers, 
But the style, it is said rightly, is the man. And in that 
crystalline pmse which Orwell developed so that reality 
could always show through its transparency, lies, perhaps 
the greatest and certainly the most durable achievement 
of a good and angry man who sought for the truth because 
he knew that only in its air would freedom and justice 
survive, 
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